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Abstract
The amount of time that children spend in child-directed activity can increase the
frequency and quality of teacher–child interactions, which can decrease challenging
behavior in children. The problem is that preschool children are being expelled and
suspended at a high rate, and additional research is required to examine the prevention of
behaviors that lead to expulsion and suspension. The purpose of this quantitative study
was to examine whether the percentage of the day that children spend in child-directed
learning stations, the quality of activities offered during child-initiated time, and the
education level of the lead teacher predict classroom suspensions or expulsions. The
theoretical framework for the research involved Piaget’s child development theory and
Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development. A quantitative method was used to
examine the predictive relationship between the percentage of the day spent in childinitiated learning activities, the quality of the child-initiated activities offered, and the
teacher qualifications in a classroom and the number of expulsions and suspensions in a
child care program. A sample of 39 preschool classrooms licensed by the Office of
Children and Family Services were selected for inclusion. A significant correlation
between suspensions and expulsions indicated that the more programs suspend students,
the more likely they were to expel students. A stepwise regression indicated that neither
of the 2 independent variables was found to be a statistically significant predictor in the
models for either suspension or expulsion. Further research is recommended with a
larger sample. This study may lead to positive social change by informing stakeholders
on ways to prevent challenging behaviors and informing future research on this topic.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study
Introduction
The topic of this study was suspension and expulsion in child care programs and
their possible predictive relationship to the amount of time children spend in childdirected versus teacher-directed learning. The study was conducted in response to the
high suspension and expulsion rate of preschool children, which is 13 times higher than
the suspension and expulsion rate for children enrolled in public school, as first noted by
Gilliam and Shahar (2006) and more recently researched by Gilliam, Maupin, Reyes,
Accavitti, and Shic (2016). Determining a predictive relationship between the quality of
child-directed learning activities and the time that children spend in them and suspension
and expulsion rates may lead to positive social change by allowing program staff to make
changes in an effort to prevent challenging behaviors leading to expulsion and
suspension, rather than simply reacting to children once challenging behaviors have
already occurred. If no predictive relationship exists, this information may indicate that
program staff and researchers must look in other areas to assist in reducing the expulsion
and suspension rates of preschool programs. This chapter contains background
information on the problem of high expulsion and suspension rates for preschool
programs and outlines the purpose of the study. Also included is the theoretical
framework and the nature of the design of the study. Finally, the assumptions, scope, and
limitations of the study are discussed before the chapter closes with the significance of
the study and a summary.
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Background
Current literature indicates that since zero-tolerance policies became popular in
the 1980s, children have been removed from school for minor infractions at increasing
rates (Gilliam & Shahar, 2006). Since a study by Gilliam and Shahar (2006), attention
has been drawn to expulsion and suspension in private child care programs, with
preschoolers being suspended and expelled at a rate 13 times higher than public school
children in kindergarten through 12th grade. Demographic data currently available for the
public school system in the United States include gender, race, ethnicity, and disability
status. Specific data for each grade or age range is unavailable at this time. Policies have
been developed to eliminate suspension and expulsion as a disciplinary option in
preschool programs as well as public schools, yet little guidance is given concerning how
to replace these approaches. Organizations such as Child Care Aware and the American
Academy of Pediatrics have proposed policies to focus on preventing challenging
behavior and working with teachers and caregivers to use other methods of managing
children’s behavior. The long-term effects of removing children from school have been
shown to place children on a path of exclusion and distrust in authority figures. Children
who are suspended or expelled from preschool may be placed on what is being called a
preschool-to-prison pipeline (Adamu & Hogan, 2015).
The amount of time that children spend in child-directed activity has been shown
to have benefits by increasing possible teacher-child interactions (Buckrop, Roberts, &
LoCasale-Crouch, 2016; Williford, Wolcott, Whittaker, & LoCasale-Crouch, 2015).
Those interactions help to build relationships between children and their caregivers,
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which may reduce challenging behaviors and assist teachers in handling children when
they display those behaviors. Such relationships also give teachers additional
opportunities to work on social and emotional skills with children as needed in real
situations rather than artificial ones, reducing the number and intensity of inappropriate
responses by children to challenging social and emotional situations.
The quality of child-initiated activity is also discussed in the literature (Stagnitti,
Bailey, Stevenson, Reynolds, & Kidd, 2016; Williford, Whittaker, Vitiello, & Downer,
2013). As the activities are planned well for children to choose from, each individual
child will have things available to meet his or her interests. This structure allows children
to be more engaged in play, thereby reducing the likelihood of challenging behavior.
This engagement in activity also gives teachers the opportunity to interact and get to
know the children in a class even more. When teachers build stronger relationships with
children, instances of challenging behavior are reduced, and teachers are more likely to
perceive challenging behavior that does occur in a positive way. The attributions that
teachers make about a behavior change how they react to the behavior, in that a positive
attribution elicits a more positive response and interaction from the teacher toward the
child.
Existing literature has addressed the importance of child-initiated play, teacherchild relationships, and reducing suspension and expulsion. However, there is a gap in
the literature pertaining to the connections among these things. In the literature, childinitiated play has been associated with academic success, but less attention has been
devoted to its role in building teacher-child relationships and reducing inappropriate

4
behavior. Suspension and expulsion have been addressed as causes for concern in the
literature, with a focus on eliminating these sanctions as options for behavior
management. What is missing from existing literature is discussion of reducing the
likelihood of challenging behavior that most often leads to expulsion or suspension by
addressing the type of curriculum used in a program. Modifying the nature of activities
in a preschool program could result in leaving more time and space for teachers to
develop relationships with children, which have been shown in the literature to reduce
challenging behaviors in preschool programs.
Through this research study, I sought to address the gap in the literature by
showing whether there is a connection between whether children spend their time mostly
in child-initiated or primarily teacher-initiated learning activities and number of
suspensions and expulsions. This study opens an avenue of research for others to begin
to explore as a way of reducing expulsions and suspensions by reducing potential
challenging behaviors before these occur in a classroom, rather than studying other ways
of handling the behaviors after they occur. If a connection between the amount of time
spent in child-initiated activity and the number of suspensions and expulsions is found,
this study may give early childhood program staff additional research to cite when talking
with parents about the importance of child-initiated activity and when training staff to use
child-initiated activity to prevent challenging behavior. If it is determined that no
predictive relationship exists, social-change efforts can then be focused on other aspects
of the classroom experience, or additional research may be suggested in this area.
Researchers have called for further research regarding the specific types of experiences
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that children engage in while in child care (Buckrop et al., 2016; Williford et al., 2013) as
well as looking at possible mediators between child behavior and classroom quality
(Friedman-Krauss, Raver, Morris, & Jones, 2014a). In other previous research, it has
been recommended that future researchers look at preventive measures for challenging
behavior (Sullivan, Klingbeil, & Van Normal, 2013).
Problem Statement
The problem is that preschool children are being expelled and suspended at a high
rate, and additional research is required to begin to look at preventing the behaviors that
lead to expulsion and suspension through offering developmentally appropriate learning
activities, such as time spent in child-directed learning, which often come with education
of the lead teacher.
Recent research has reported that suspension and expulsion have more negative
than positive outcomes and that children who have been suspended or expelled are more
likely to end up in jail later in life (Skiba, 2013). Once the option to expel children from
child care or public school was made available, it came to be used for minor incidents
rather than being used only as a last resort for seriously challenging behaviors, further
increasing the percentage of children being expelled and suspended (Rodriguez, 2013).
In New York State, 17.5% of early learning programs reported using expulsion,
suspension, or both with at least one child in 2015 (Council on Children and Families,
2016). Of that percentage, 6.6% of programs used only suspension, 6.7% used only
expulsion, and 4.3% used both suspension and expulsion (Council on Children and
Families, 2016). Research has addressed expulsion and suspension data, with special
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attention paid to racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic status disparities, as well as long-term
effects of expelling a child. It has been noted that suspension and expulsion rates
constitute a current, pressing problem that needs to be addressed by the field of early
childhood education (Child Care Aware of America, 2016a). Researchers have called for
research regarding the relationship between the specific types of experiences that children
engage in while in care and suspension (Buckrop et al., 2016;Williford et al., 2013), as
well as possible mediators between child behavior and classroom quality (FriedmanKrauss, Raver, Neuspiel, & Kinsel, 2014b).
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this quantitative study was to examine whether the percentage of
the day that preschool children spend in child-directed learning stations, the quality of
activities offered during child-initated time, and the education level of the lead teacher
predict classroom suspensions or expulsions.
The independent variables were the percentage of time that preschool children
spend in child-initiated play (Appendix A), the quality of the planned time spent in childinitiated play as quantified by the Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale (ECERSR) score (Appendix B), and the education of the teacher. The dependent variables were
the number of suspensions and the number of expulsions from the program.
Research Question and Hypotheses
The research question was the following: Is there a predictive relationship
between the percentage of the day spent in child-initiated learning activities, the quality
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of the child-initiated activities offered, and the teacher qualifications in a classroom and
the number of expulsions and suspensions in a child care program?
H0:

There is no significant predictive relationship between the percentage of
the day spent in child-directed learning and the number of suspensions and
expulsions of a child care program.

H1:

There is a statistically significant predictive relationship between the
percentage of the day spent in child-directed learning and the number of
suspensions and expulsions of a child care program.

H20:

There is no significant predictive relationship with the quality of the
activities offered during child-directed learning and the number of
suspensions and expulsions of a child care program.

H2:

There is a significant predictive relationship with the quality of the
activities offered during child-directed learning and the number of
suspensions and expulsions of a child care program.

H30:

There is no significant predictive relationship between the education level
of the lead classroom teacher and the number of suspensions and
expulsions of a child care program.

H3:

There is a significant predictive relationship between the education level
of the lead classroom teacher and number of suspensions and expulsions
of a child care program.
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Theoretical Framework for the Study
The theoretical framework for this study was a combination of Piaget’s and
Vygotsky’s constructivist theories of how knowledge is built. Piaget noted in his
constructivist theory that preoperational children (ages 2-7) actively use their
environment to assimilate and accommodate knowledge in a way that is individualized to
their own knowledge, rather than knowledge deemed necessary to teach by a teacher for
the child’s particular age. The quality of the learning activities offered in the
environment for the current study was measured using the ECERS, which is used to
ascertain whether the setup of activities is such that children are able to explore and
experiment to develop their own knowledge. The amount of time spent in child-directed
learning was measured as well to give a picture of the quality and quantity of how
children spend their time in care. Vygotsky’s social cultural theory highlights the role
that a child’s social environment plays as an essential factor in the child’s construction of
knowledge. Through active involvement within their environment during child-directed
learning experiences, children develop cognitive, social, and emotional skills, which may
affect whether they engage in challenging behaviors that result in expulsion, suspension,
or both. Because the theories of Piaget and Vygotsky are used as a foundation for
understanding child development in higher education settings, the education level of a
teacher indicates how much exposure he or she has had to these theories. I also drew
from Dewey’s thoughts on the role of the experiential learning environment as a platform
on which children build and apply their knowledge. More detailed information on the
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theories and how they relate to the study can be found in the literature review in Chapter
2.
The reasons that children are suspended or expelled are most typically related to
challenging behaviors that children may exhibit as they work through frustrations or
irritations in a manner unacceptable to their teachers. These behaviors may involve
having consistent difficulty sitting quietly, being disrespectful or defiant, yelling or
screaming more than other children, having high demands for attention, and hurting
themselves as well as others (Council on Children and Families, 2016). Recently, in
response to data showing the negative long-term effects of suspension and expulsion,
policies have been implemented to limit the use of these sanctions; however, these
policies do not address the prevention of the behaviors that lead to suspension and
expulsion (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2013; Child Care Aware of America,
2016a). As children are engaged in child-initiated learning, as Dewey discussed in his
work on experiential learning, they can develop the social-emotional skills necessary to
work through difficult situations. Vygotsky’s constructivist theory and Piaget’s work on
the preoperational stage address how children may learn these skills in developmentally
appropriate settings.
Nature of the Study
The nature of this study was quantitative. Data were collected, and a stepwise
multiple regression was run to determine the predictability of the independent variables—
amount of time that children spend in child-directed activity, the quality of the time spent
in child-initiated activity, and lead classroom teacher education level—on the dependent
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variables, number of suspensions and number of expulsions. The percentage of the day
that the child spends in child-initiated activity versus teacher-directed activity is a
continuous variable determined by taking the overall number of hours that the program is
open and the number of hours within that time that children spend in child-directed
learning and then teacher-directed learning, as shown on the daily schedule for the
classroom. The education level of the lead teacher was determined as a categorical
variable self-reported by the program director. The suspension or expulsion rate was
determined by the number of suspensions and expulsions that the program had in each
classroom in the current academic year of enrollment.
This design was chosen because I sought to conduct a field-type study that
allowed collection of data in a way that was natural for the children without manipulating
any variables or interrupting teachers’ daily schedule. Doing this study with a
quantitative design allowed for a clear statistical predictive relationship to be determined.
The percentage of time spent in child-initiated learning is most easily converted to a
quantitative design, and the measurement of quality using the ECERS (Harms, Clifford,
& Cryer, 2014) also produces a quantitative variable that can be used as a stepwise
multiple regression to show a predictive relationship. The percentage of time is a
continuous variable, while the quality of learning activity and education level of the lead
teacher are both ordinal variables. These clear variables lent themselves well to a
quantitative study through which relationships could be examined, specifically in the
context of a predictive relationship.
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Using stepwise multiple regression, I sought to show whether a predictive
relationship exists between time spent in child-directed activity, time spent in teacherdirected activity, quality of child-directed activities, and education level of the lead
teacher, and suspensions and expulsions. Pearson’s r was used to examine suspensions
and expulsions and time spent in child-directed activities and quality of time in activities
as an initial correlation, followed by Spearman’s rank correlation to measure the
predictive relationship between education level and number of suspensions and
expulsions. A stepwise multiple regression was then conducted to ascertain a predictive
relationship. I collected the data using the ECERS (Harms et al., 2014) score for the
classroom setup for the day and the daily schedule with clarification by the lead teacher
for anything not able to be directly scored, and self-reports by the lead teacher and
program director.
Definitions
In this research, the focus was on the amount of time that children spent in childinitiated activities, the quality of those activities, the education level of the lead teacher,
and suspensions and expulsions in the programs. The following section provides
operational definitions for terms within the study that may have multiple meanings.
Child care center: A program, operating outside of an individual’s home, where
staff provide care on a regular basis for more than six children for more than 3 hours per
day (Office of Children and Family Services, 2016). The term child care program is
used interchangeably with child care center. Programs visited were full-day classrooms
of preschool-aged children ages 3-5 years.
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Child-directed activity: Time when children choose which activities to spend their
time doing from choices that teachers have previously prepared in each learning center
(National Association for the Education of Young Children, 2009).
Quality of activity: The level of quality for specific activities prepared by the
teacher that the children may choose from during child-directed activity time. The level
of quality for the activities was measured by the ECERS-R (Harms et al., 2014).
Expulsion: The removal of a child from a program for challenging behavior such
that the child is not permitted to return.
Suspension: Removal of a child from a program for a short, specific period of
time. A suspension was only counted when the removal of the child was due to the
child’s own challenging behavior.
Education of lead teacher: The lead teacher is the person listed by a child care
program as the head teacher for a specific classroom. The education level is the highest
level of education completed: high school, Child Development Associate credential,
associate’s degree, bachelor’s degree, master’s degree, or doctoral degree.
Assumptions
One assumption of the study involved interactions between teachers and children
when they were engaged in high quality child-directed learning experiences. The child
care environment was scored using the ECERS without any children being present, so
observing the interactions was not part of the design. That being said, research has
shown that the time that teachers spend with children is a factor in developing
relationships and an indicator of the strength of these relationships (Buckrop et al., 2016;
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Williford et al., 2015). For this reason, it is imperative to look at both the amount of time
spent in that type of environment as well as the level of quality of that time, as measured
by the ECERS-R. An assumption of this research was that the higher the ECERS-R score,
the higher the level of quality of the time spent in child-directed learning. Although the
environment was scored without children present, there was an assumption that the setup
of the classroom did not change when children arrived.
Another assumption was that the census sample of the counties was representative
of the early childhood population. It was assumed that by observing programs from
around the county, it was possible to gather a representative sample in terms of overall
program size, teacher experience and education, socioeconomic status of enrolled
families, number of children with special needs, family structure, and financial stability
of the program. These assumptions were necessary for the study because observing
relationships and interactions between teachers and students would have been time
consuming and would have made for a much lengthier data collection period. It would
also have created challenges for the program in that an unfamiliar person would have
been present in the classroom, impacting the behavior of the children and the teacher.
Scope and Delimitations
The scope of this study was determined by its focus on licensed child care centers.
Lead teachers in child care centers in New York are required to have at least a Child
Development Associate credential, which requires they have some knowledge base on
child development and the role of child-centered curricula. Centers also have classrooms
separated by age group, which give children opportunities to engage in play with
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developmentally appropriate materials and with children at a similar developmental level.
In-home child care that allows for children to interact with children in different age
groups has its own set of challenges as well as opportunities. In order to obtain a greater
level of consistency for data collection, the research included only child care center
classrooms. Including only those programs licensed through the Office of Children and
Family Services meant that the programs in this study were full-day programs with
opportunities for both child-directed and teacher-directed activity that had been inspected
to ensure compliance with health and safety regulations. In using the ECERS-R (Harms
et al., 2014), only the subsection relating to activities planned for children was used. This
reduced the amount of time spent in each classroom, in addition to providing a means for
observing and assessing quality with no children present. The other indicators of the tool,
while important for assessing overall quality, do not specifically address the activities
planned. Observing while no children were present in the classroom allowed the tool to
measure the child-directed activities as they were set up by the teacher for the children to
engage in. For the study, the activities planned were the essential piece to focus on.
With regard to generalizability of the results, the ECERS-R is available as a tool for other
programs to use so that they can implement the individual activity indicators in their own
classrooms. It addresses only the activities offered within the space, so can be
implemented in all types of child care center classrooms with a variety of layouts. The
results may be generalizable to other counties within New York that have characteristics
similar to those of the county being studied. In addition, the results may be used to
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inform additional research on the topic of child-initiated learning and teacher education in
relationship to preschool expulsion and suspension.
Limitations
Given the type of study, one limitation was the inability to observe interactions
that occur in the context of play. If I had conducted observations to gather such data,
each visit would have taken between 2 and 3 hours. That amount of time in each
classroom would have necessitated a very lengthy data collection period; moreover,
having an outside person observing in the classroom would have presented a challenge
for teachers. Children and teachers alike are likely to behave differently when there is an
unfamiliar person in the room. I sought to avoid a demand effect or an evaluation
apprehension effect whereby children or the teacher might behave in a certain way so as
to please the observer or make themselves look good (Miller, 2018). In order to limit the
likelihood of reactivity, the classroom teachers were not made aware of the specific tool
being used until after the scoring tool had been completed.
Reliability and validity of the ECERS have not been tested on individual items or
subscales at this time. This is considered a limitation of the tool; however, use of the tool
was still deemed appropriate in this case, as the overall quality of the program was not
being examined, only the quality of the activities being offered to children. Reliability
and validity coefficients are discussed in Chapter 3. Examining the ECERS scale in its
entirety and the type of things that are measured within each subscale, those listed in the
activity subscale items are not dependent on other areas of the tool.
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Significance
The significance of the study resides in its examination of possible connections
between the ways in which children and teachers spend time during the day and
challenging child behaviors that lead to expulsion and suspension. Currently, the focus
of discussions of working with children with challenging behaviors is using discipline
techniques after these behaviors have occurred, rather than studying different ways of
preventing the behaviors. This study, in contrast, may provide information to assist
programs in making changes prior to challenging behavior occurring rather than after.
Teacher training could be developed to assist teachers in striking an effective balance
between child-directed and teacher-directed activity as a way to prevent challenging
behavior that leads to suspension or expulsion, rather than trying to treat the behavior
after it has begun. When staff focus on preventing challenging child behavior by creating
appropriate experiences for children, children have more time in the classroom engaged
in play and developing social and emotional skills as well as academic skills. Teachers
are able to scaffold children’s interactions with planned activities as well as social
interactions. As children are engaged in play more throughout the day, challenging
behaviors can be reduced, and teachers can spend more time engaged with them, creating
stronger relationships. These relationships may, in turn, help to reduce challenging
behavior in children.
This study may also inform additional research on other ways that the
environment or teacher-child relationships can be enhanced so that children are more
engaged and challenging behavior is reduced to the point that expulsion and suspension
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no longer represent the challenge they do now. Policies in place to prohibit expulsion or
suspension do not give direction as to how to handle the behaviors that lead to these
sanctions. This study was conducted in an effort to begin to look at ways to prevent such
behaviors so that prohibiting expulsion and suspension might become unnecessary.
The results of this study have potential implications for positive social change by
providing information on the relationship between how children spend their time in care
and the occurrence of expulsions and suspensions. As children are engaged in more
positive interactions with teachers and other children during the early years of preschool,
they may learn more social and emotional skills at a time when neuroconnections are still
being made in their brains. They may then bring those skills with them through grade
school, into secondary school, and into their lives as they become working citizens. In
this way, they may be taught skills to use when encountering a disagreement or working
through strong emotions that, if they remained unaddressed, might place them on the path
from preschool to prison. With well-developed social and emotional skills, they may be
better equipped to thrive as contributing adult members of society who are able to
function effectively with others.
Summary
Expulsions and suspensions have increased as a result of zero-tolerance policies
that were put into place several decades ago. Rates of exclusion for preschoolers from
private child care programs are 13 times higher than for public school students in
kindergarten through 12th grade. The purpose of this quantitative study was to examine
whether the percentage of the day that children spend in child-directed learning stations,
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the quality of activities offered during child-initated time, and the education level of the
lead teacher predict classroom suspensions or expulsions.
This quantitative study was limited to licensed child care centers. I made an
assumption that the census sample strategy resulted in a representative sample, given that
the area chosen was a mixture of rural, urban, and suburban areas and encompassed
residents of varied socioeconomic status (the licensed child care centers accepted child
care subsidies for low-income families). The ECERS-R was used to score only the
activities set up for children, not the engagement of children with the activities. The
significance of the study resides in its potential to indicate a connection between how
children spend their time during the program day and the challenging behaviors that
result in suspension and expulsion from a program.
In the next chapter, I review current literature on each of the variables in this
study, including current data on expulsions and suspensions in both private preschools
and public K-12 schools, research on the long-term effects of suspension and expulsion,
interactions between teachers and children, and the way in which children spend their
time while in a private program. In addition, the theoretical foundation of the study is
supported using original works by Piaget, Vygotsky, and Dewey in addition to more
current literature by researchers using these theorists’ ideas to inform their work.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Introduction
Children’s behavior can have a serious impact on child care programs. Children
who display challenging behaviors can influence the overall feeling of the classroom as
well as the behavior of other children. There comes a point where some program
directors have no other choice but to ask children to leave, either temporarily or
permanently. According to 2016 research by the Council on Children and Families,
expulsion and suspension happens in all modalities of care. A survey of 1,200 child care
programs across New York State indicated that almost 20% of these had children
suspended, expelled, or both (Council on Children and Families, 2016). In recent
research, the results of suspensions and expulsions on the child have been shown to have
a more negative impact on the child than a positive impact on the program (Skiba, 2013).
The reasons that children are suspended or expelled are most typically related to
challenging behavior. Such behavior may occur as a child works through frustrations or
irritations in a manner that is unacceptable to the teacher, such as having consistent
difficulty sitting quietly, being disrespectful or defiant, yelling or screaming more than
other children, having high demands for attention, or hurting him- or herself as well as
others (Council on Children and Families, 2016). There have recently been policies to
limit the use of suspension and expulsion in response to the long-term effects that have
been shown; however, the policies do not address the prevention of the behaviors that
lead to suspension and expulsion. When children are engaged in child-initiated learning,
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they can benefit from opportunities to learn the social-emotional skills necessary for
working through difficult situations in developmentally appropriate settings.
This literature review contains data on suspensions and expulsions in New York
State and across the United States, as well as the long-term effects of these disciplinary
measures on children and consequences of using suspension and expulsion as behavior
management tools. In addition, research is reviewed regarding the impact that teacherchild interactions have on the behavior of children and their development of social and
emotional skills.. Finally, this literature review includes the quality of child-initiated
activities through child engagement and teacher qualifications. The chapter concludes
with a discussion on the relationships among those topics and identification of the gap in
the literature that I conducted this study to address.
Literature Search Strategy
For this literature review, current data on expulsion and suspension rates were
found by searching the websites and publications of organizations concerned with issues
related to early childhood, such as Child Care Aware of America, the U.S. Department of
Education, and the Council on Children and Families. Recent peer-reviewed journal
articles were found by searching the multidisciplinary databases Academic Search
Complete and ProQuest Central. In addition, I accessed the specialized databases
Education Source and ERIC to locate sources related to education, and I used PsycINFO
to find sources related to psychology. Search terms included preschool, suspension and
expulsion, behavior guidance, teacher-child relationships, social and emotional
development, preschool curriculum, child-initiated play, and play-based curriculum.
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As I found related articles, I used their reference lists to find other articles, in
addition to searching Google Scholar to find articles that cited the chosen articles. In
addition, the authors of chosen articles were searched in the above database to find
additional works they authored. The search was considered exhausted when the same
authors and articles were repeatedly being found in reference lists.
Theoretical Foundation
Many theorists who have spent time researching how children learn have agreed
that learning is best done through hands-on experiences. Dewey (1938) discussed the
importance of designing experiences within certain contexts to achieve optimal learning.
Vygotsky (1978) discussed the zone of proximal development (ZPD), the point at which
learning is optimal, which learning experiences should be designed to meet. Piaget
(1929, 1973) studied how children take objects apart and then construct ideas about them.
Teachers of young children have a role that involves scaffolding the processing of
knowledge through experiences that cause disequilibrium, and administrative staff have
the role of supporting teachers in that endeavor. Learning stations create disequilibrium
when they involve topics of interest to children and are composed of accessible and safe
materials with which children can interact.
Connections can be drawn between these theories and the social and emotional
skills that children learn during time spent in learning activities. In the pages that follow,
I look specifically at current research concerning how children develop social and
emotional skills through curricula specifically designed to teach such skills or through
daily interactions with caregivers.
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Piaget’s Constructivist Theory
Piaget’s constructivist theory contains the notion that in order to construct an idea,
children must make or build, create, and organize words and ideas (Piaget, 1973).
Children construct their own ideas, building their own understanding of a concept. They
take different pieces of information from a variety of sources in order to construct
images. They combine smaller pieces to construct a comprehensive whole. Through all
of the various experiences that create connections in the brain, an entire image is formed,
which the child continues to mold and shape as additional experiences are presented.
It is important to note that this process is active rather than passive. Children
must be active participants, using their own world, ideas, and experiences to construct
information in their own way, rather than in the way a teacher or caregiver tells them they
should. Children cannot learn about a concept by being taught directly through
commands (Piaget, 1973). To put it another way, when children experience something
for themselves and draw their own conclusions and images related to a concept, the
concept becomes part of who they are. Although this process in children’s learning is
active, it is not purposeful. According to Piaget (1929), initially, children do not
purposefully go out and seek to learn about a particular topic. Children do not understand
the idea of thoughts themselves, so they do not realize that they need to seek information
to form thoughts, or even that thoughts are formed in the brain. Rather, children gather
knowledge through play and hands-on experiences as thoughts come naturally. Later, as
their cognitive development progresses, children are able to draw from adult influences
and begin to ask more questions to expand on the knowledge that they have already
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acquired (Piaget, 1929). This stage occurs around the age of 8 years. The third and final
stage occurs between 11 and 12 years, when the child begins to understand that thoughts
are separate concepts from the idea itself.
Scholars in the field of early childhood education have applied Piaget’s theory to
the development of academic skills; the theory is also applicable to the development of
social and emotional skills. Children learn the skills of turn-taking, “using their words,”
and handling their own upsets in the same way that they learn to write their names and
play hopscotch. The acquisition of these skills gives children the ability to handle social
and emotional situations correctly so that challenging situations do not result in
challenging behavior.
Vygotsky’s Theory
Taking children out of their immediate comfort zone puts them in a place to learn
and grow. In planning learning experiences for children that push them beyond their
current capabilities toward the ZPD, educators can place them in the appropriate position
for optimal development (Vygotsky, 1978). Children learn how to handle themselves
when a task is slightly challenging and is accompanied by some stress, while also giving
them opportunities to see the fruits of their labor and to achieve success by pushing
through and completing the task with the assistance of the teacher.
According to Vygotsky (1978), in order to be defined as play, an event
must fulfill a child’s needs, give him or her a desire to engage, and offer an
opportunity to plan and achieve what the child set out to achieve. As a teacher
reads a book and sings songs around a particular topic (e.g., zoo animals) and then
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gives children a lot of time and a number of experiences around the topic,
children can choose which experiences to engage in based on their desires.
Children in such situations are able to look at the different learning stations
available and create a plan based on what they already have experienced and
where their desire to learn more lies.
Learning stations allow children to experience and play with things in a
safe way. In the instance of a topic such as spiders, which are often scary to
children, appropriately designed learning stations can allow the children to
experience the topic without fear or any harm, engaging the topic in different
ways and with their senses. At such stations, children are able to use their
imaginations and manipulate objects as they choose (Vygotsky, 1978). They are
able to play safely through their imaginations and learn what is true and real and
what is not. They may not understand why they play in the way they do, or
consciously seek to test their imaginations or determine reality in something, but
that is the ultimate outcome, and that is how children use learning stations to
aquire true knowledge. In addition to adjusting the images children create of
objects and concepts, effective learning stations give opportunities for children to
develop rules and abide by them, which is an important social skill to acquire
(Vygotsky, 1978).
Dewey’s Thoughts on Education
Dewey (1938) discussed a theory similar to Piaget’s theory on the meaningful
acquisition of true knowledge through rich experiences. Having the experience of taking
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things apart and recreating them is the difference between acquiring knowledge and truly
understanding something. When a child is able to understand all of the inner working
parts of something and how they interact with one another and with the environment
around them, they develop an intimate relationship with the object as it becomes a part of
them and their internal working models of how life in general works. This understanding
includes not only academic concepts, but also social and emotional concepts. Placing
children in an engaging learning environment allows them opportunities to learn social
order and rules, as well as how to handle themselves in different emotional states.
Teachers are able to spend time with children, teaching social and emotional skills in the
midst of the circumstance.
As children engage in experiences that build upon each other, they interact with
new materials and objects in a way that allows them to compare and contrast experiences
with previous ones to see where they overlap, as well as where they differ (Dewey,
1938). In this way, they shape intricate concepts of objects or events. They are able to
take their initial views of the things that they are learning and mold and manipulate them
based on the new experiences they have, making for a fluid learning experience and
showing them that often in life, things are not cut and dried. Many times, information is
obtained and taken exactly as it was presented, with little room for change with new
information. As children are exposed to different experiences within the same topic area
while their thinking is still changing, they develop the ability and expectation that as new
experiences occur, knowledge changes.
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In Dewey’s (1938) discussion of experiences and education, he noted that
situations and interactions are inseparable. All situations have some aspect of interaction
as children process what they are experiencing and compare and contrast it against their
current viewpoints. Without interaction, a situation is meaningless. The meaning within
a situation comes from the interaction a child has with it. This could involve creating
something using art materials, becoming a character in dress-up clothes, asking questions
when an adult is telling a story, or deconstructing a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich to
see the parts that make up the complete sandwich. In the latter example, the sandwich
has no meaning to the child if the child is not interacting with it and giving it meaning as
it applies to the child’s individual life.
The responsibility of creating meaningful experiences for children in a program
lies with teachers. In some cases, the administration or curriculum standards drive the
subjects that must be taught while not dictating the way in which they are taught.
“Teachers are the agents through which knowledge and skills are communicated and
rules of conduct enforced” (Dewey, 1938, p. 18). One role of the teacher in these
developmentally appropriate experiences involves scaffolding and the discussions that a
teacher has with children while they are engaged. This process can be challenging for
teachers because they may take for granted the information that they already know,
forgetting that they once had to learn it (Dewey, 1938). There is a tendency for teachers
to tell children how something works or why things are a particular way, forgetting that
before they knew that themselves, they had to acquire the knowledge by recreating the
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experience. To that end, it is essential that teachers scaffold learners while they discover
answers for themselves, rather than telling them the answers (Dewey, 1938).
Children use learning experiences to interact with one another, work
though social challenges of turn taking and using assertive words, and handle
challenging emotions when things do not work out as planned (Dewey, 1938).
Children do not learn skills such as self-control by simply being removed from a
situation that is causing a challenge. If two children are pulling at opposite ends
of the same truck, each wanting to play with it, and the teacher then removes the
truck from the play area in an attempt to teach the children to share, the teacher is
actually being counterproductive. Removing the need to work through a problem
will not teach children how to work out the problem when it occurs again in the
future, either with the same toy or in a different context. Just like skills for
writing one’s name or designing a bridge to go over a river, social and emotional
skills must be carefully taught through scaffolding in the heat of the experience.
Dewey’s (1938) ideas on experience and learning related to the study, in
that by applying his concepts in creating an engaging environment for children,
educators can support children in learning through interactions with other children
and the teacher in the classroom. Learning through engagement is the concept
supporting the hypothesis that the time that children spend in child-initiated
learning reduces rates of expulsion and suspension. Engagement while in the
classroom is one piece of the present problem; applying Dewey’s (1938)
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principles could be useful in addressing the number of expulsions and
suspensions.
Literature Review Related to Key Variables and Concepts
Suspension and Expulsion
Suspending or expelling a child from care occurs when program staff decide that
a child is no longer able to attend the program due to the behavior or conduct of the child.
Suspension is a short-term consequence whereby a child is unable to return to a program
for a predetermined length of time. Expulsion removes the child from the program
permanently. When the two methods of discipline were first used, they were reserved for
extreme cases of challenging behavior that caused disruption of the program or harm to
the child or others (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2013). Around the 1980s and
1990s, programs began implementing a zero-tolerance policy whereby they began
removing children for even minor or trivial behaviors (Skiba, 2013). Since that time, the
focus of research on suspension and expulsion has been on public schools with K-12
students. In more recent years, as data have been collected on suspensions and
expulsions in early childhood programs, additional policies have been modeled on K-12
policies to be implemented with younger age groups, and researchers have begun to look
more closely at the long-term implications of suspension and expulsion for children.
Data. One of the first times that suspension and expulsion in early childhood were
mentioned in research was when Gilliam and Shahar (2006) released data on rates and
predictors in Massachusetts for expulsion and suspension from preschool and child care.
The U.S. Department of Education (2014) released a Data Snapshot for Early Childhood
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Education that revealed that suspension and expulsion data were not collected until 2011
(U.S. Department of Education, 2014). Data collected on about 1 million preschool
students indicated that almost 5,000 of them had been suspended once and 2,500 had
been suspended more than once (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). The data
collected were specific to child care programs run by public schools under the auspices of
the U.S. Department of Education, whereas Gilliam and Shahar (2006) collected data in
Massachusetts that included both pre-kindergarten programs within school districts and
licensed child care programs. Focusing specifically on New York State, the Council on
Children and Families (2016) collected survey data indicating that 17.5% of child care
programs had suspended children, expelled children, or both. The Council on Children
and Families data included all child care programs and all ages, not only children of
preschool age, as in the Gilliam and Shahar (2006) study.
As data were collected and analyzed more thoroughly to determine which
children were being expelled, there were several patterns that emerged. The U.S.
Department of Education found that in 2011-2012 and again in 2013-2014 data collected,
boys represent just more than half of the program enrollment but almost 80% of the
expulsions and suspensions (U.S. Department of Education, 2014; U.S. Department of
Education, 2016). In New York State, boys were found to be suspended or expelled three
times more often than girls (the Council on Children and Families, 2016). A second
pattern that emerged was that race was also a factor in the suspension and expulsion rate.
In New York State, American Indian, Multiracial, and African American children were
more than twice as likely then White, Asian, and other races of being expelled or
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suspended (Council on Children and Families, 2016). The U.S. Department of Education
(2014) found that while Black children made up 18% of the total population of child care
programs, they represented 42% of the suspensions or expulsions. In 2013-2014 data
collection, the rate was the same with Black children making up 19% of the total
enrollment but 47% of the suspensions and expulsions (U.S. Department of Education,
2016). The race of the teacher is also a factor. On average, Black teachers are more
likely to recommend expulsion or suspension as a discipline for Black children (Gilliam
et al., 2016).
Policies. As new data and research has been done to report the expulsion and
suspension rates of early childhood, agencies and organizations have responded with
various policies and suggestions of policies and procedures. In some cases, laws that
were put into place many years ago have been examined to make it relevant to the current
issues with expulsion and suspension (Bitner, 2015). Plyler V. Doe was put in place in
the early 1980s to ensure that immigrants were given an equal opportunity at public
education (Bitner, 2015). The argument now is that students who are expelled or
suspended for an extended period of time are being excluded from their right to an
education (Bitner, 2015). In states where no alternative education exists, those children
are then deprived from the chance to have an education. For some states, there is no
alternative education program so those children are simply denied any education. For the
states that do have an alternative education program, it is often of low quality and is not
considered to actually supplement the education they would receive in the public school
(Bitner, 2015).
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In other states, such as Wisconsin, acknowledgement is made that according to
the U.S. Constitution, education is not a fundamental right for children (Lewis, 2014). At
the same time, the education department does realize that the children in danger of being
suspended or expelled do have a right to a hearing. The state of Wisconsin, however, has
determined that education is a fundamental right for children (Lewis, 2014). In light of
the recent attention drawn to suspensions and expulsions, it has been necessary to further
define what is expected of the school districts to meet that right. Ultimately, Wisconsin
determined that in order to meet that requirement, if a child was expelled or suspended
from public school, alternative education must be offered so that students are not at a
disadvantage for succeeding economically or personally (Lewis, 2014). The U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services (2016) more recently showed agreement in
that by stating in their policy on expulsion and suspension that if expulsion or suspension
was used in a discriminatory way, the school could be in violation of civil rights laws.
In order to reduce the number of children denied education due to suspension and
expulsion, several states have recently adjusted the zero tolerance policies to make it
more challenging for schools to expel or suspend a child for behavior. Connecticut
issued a public act effective in 2015 to state that schools must show that they had used
positive behavioral support prior to the suspension or expulsion (Connecticut State
Department of Education, 2015). Rodriguez (2013) issued a similar suggestion for
amending state education laws to ensure that schools are using Positive Behavior
Interventions and Supports (PBIS), peer counseling, or mental health services.
Additionally, in a Policy Agenda, Child Care Aware of America (2016a) suggested
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policies that give teachers access to mental health services for children so that suspension
and expulsion are prevented. New York State is along the same thinking in a field memo
suggesting policies for schools to ensure that children have access to social-emotional
supports as well as a tiered program for handling challenging behaviors (U.S. Department
of Education, 2014).
The American Academy of Pediatrics (2013) recommended that pediatricians
work with policy makers to advocate and educate them on forming policies for schools
around using PBIS individually and across the school district to reduce the number of
expulsions and suspensions. It is not uncommon in many programs to find teachers in
different classrooms using different approaches to discipline (Longstreth, Brady, & Kay,
2013). Policies that are put in place school-wide reduce the need for suspension and
expulsion due to all teachers, staff, families, and students being aware of and using the
same policies and procedures. It becomes a prevention of challenging behaviors
requiring suspension or expulsion rather than a reaction. Allowing teachers and
administration an opportunity to assess students for risk of being expelled or suspended
prior to the challenging behavior occurring (Skiba, 2013).
In other cases, and especially in the case for early childhood, suspension and
expulsion are being removed completely as an option, or experts are suggesting that it be
removed. The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2016) issued a policy
statement to recommend early childhood programs have policies in effect that limit
expulsion and suspension to only those cases in which all other supports have been used
and the program teacher, director, family and other involved service providers agree it is
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in the best interest of the child to be removed from the setting. In such cases, it is also
recommended that the team members work together to create a transition plan for the
child that includes an alternative education program (U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, 2016). Connecticut State Department of Education (2015) also placed
in their bill that preschoolers may not be suspended out of school for any reason.
When planning policies, in order for those policies to be effective, it is essential
that they promote a climate within the classroom that is positive and promotes positive
social interactions between the teachers and children as well as among the children
(Longstreth et al., 2013). At the time of the study, Longstreth et al. (2013) did not find
any specific checklists that could be used to determine if discipline policies meet these
requirements of quality. A tool was created and tested for validity and interrater
reliability. Statistical analysis on the test was significant, indicating that the checklist
was both reliable and valid (Longstreth et al., 2013). As policies are designed as
suggested, this checklist would likely be a helpful tool and beneficial to ensure the
policies created are of high quality.
Long-term effects of suspension and expulsion. Suspending or expelling a child
from the program certainly has short-term benefits as it removes the child with the
challenging behavior from the classroom so that the teacher and other children can
continue with the planned activities for the day without interruption. The concern that is
being voiced by many in the education field is to know if the short-term benefits
outweigh the long-term consequences to removing children from the learning
environment (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2013; Child Care Aware of America,
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2016a; Gilliam & Shahar, 2006). There are several concerns with using expulsion and
suspension as behavior management. Removing children from a program is an extreme
consequence and is believed to be placing children on a path of challenging behavior
through adulthood, ending up in prison (Adamu & Hogan, 2015; Rodriguez, 2013; Skiba,
Arrendondo, & Williams, 2014). Excluding children from the program is also linked
with negative consequences for the child as well as the family. Parents are impacted in
several different ways when children are unable to attend the program (Parker, Paget,
Ford, & Gwernan-Jones, 2016; Rodriguez, 2013).
Young children, those enrolled in early childhood programs, are at an age where
relationships are being developed with adults outside of immediate family. Bowlby
(1969) discussed the importance of developing a sense of trust and safety with attachment
figures. If children are excluded from the program early for misbehavior, they learn that
the child care program is not a safe place and teachers are cannot be trusted (Adamu &
Hogan, 2015). That image of how a relationship functions between teachers and students
carries over throughout their education years and children are detached from child care
program and teachers. Children are then labeled as being problem children and the
potential for a relationship between the teacher and child continues to widen and
challenging behaviors ending in expulsion and suspension increase (Adamu & Hogan).
This specific long-term effect of expulsion and suspension is referred to as the School to
Prison Pipeline (Adamu & Hogan, 2015; Garrett, 2013; Rodriguez, 2013; Skiba et al.,
2014). While the expression is used in education from preschoolers through secondary
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school, it is not specifically defined by any one organization or policy so the authenticity
of it is questioned by some (Skiba et al., 2014).
As relationships between children and teachers deteriorate in situations where
children are excluded from the program, the relationship or potential relationship between
the child and other children in the class also deteriorates (Adamu & Hogan, 2015). This
impacts the student’s view of the school environment, which leads to a greater likelihood
of negative behavior (Skiba et al., 2014). Children who are excluded continually from
environments they expect to protect and care for them have a greater tendency of
displaying aggressive behaviors (Garrett, 2013; Rodriguez, 2013). For these students,
there is an increased likelihood they will also have incidences with the legal system when
compared to their peers who were not suspended or expelled (Rodriguez, 2013).
While suspension and expulsion have long-term effects on a child’s social life and
impacts their behavior, it also has a negative long-term effect on their academic career.
Children who are expelled or suspended are not able to participate in the learning
opportunities presented, placing them behind their peers (Garrett, 2013). With students
who are suspended at a greater likelihood of being suspended more than once, it places
them at an even greater disadvantage as time goes on. Schools with a high suspension
and expulsion rate have also been shown to have a lower achievement score on state tests
(Noltemeyer, Ward, & Mcloughlin, 2015; Rodriguez, 2013). In the same way, multiple
expulsions and suspensions also leaves children at a risk of having to repeat a grade since
they are missing that amount of information (Rodriguez, 2013). This is in addition to the
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short-term loss of teaching time for the teacher and other students in the classroom (Skiba
et al., 2014).
Children who are suspended or expelled from school are also at a risk of dropping
out of school completely in later years (Noltemeyer et al., 2015; Rodriguez, 2013; Skiba
et al., 2014). Children with challenging behaviors are likely to already have underlying
emotional or social issues, excluding them from school complicates and adds to those
issues further (Noltemeyer et al., 2015). Children then feel even more distance from the
place designed to protect and accept them, which leads to increased behaviors and
uninvolved attitude towards the school. That lack of care of the relationship between
themselves and the school has been shown to lead to the child disengaging from school
and dropping out (Rodriguez, 2013). According to Skiba et al. (2014), the
disengagement is only one of the factors leading from expulsion and suspension to school
dropout. The other factors that play a part are with the lower grades associated with not
being in classes and the social relationships with peers that are broken by being excluded
from the program.
Excluding children from the child care program impacts not only the child but the
family as a whole. For early childhood programs, children are likely in care because
parents or guardians are working. After a child is expelled or suspended, parents must
find alternative child care plans or miss work (Adamu & Hogan, 2015). The alternative
care may or may not be of high quality and provide children with the care they need. For
older children able to stay home alone, being out of school while parents are working
leaves them time unsupervised to get into trouble and socialize with others who are also
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expelled or suspended from school (Garrett, 2013; Rodriguez, 2013). In interviews with
parents whose children have been suspended or expelled, Parker et al. (2016) found that
parents also feel judged and unsupported by the school and other parents. Parents feel
pressured to discipline children further at home, although they were not present in school
when the incident happened. Parents are stuck between taking the school’s word for
what happened compared to their child (Parker et al., 2016). This causes stress on the
family and on the relationship between the parent and the child.
Understanding the history behind the policies in Education that relate to expulsion
and suspension is helpful in exploring how to prevent it. There are decisions made by
child care programs in regards to expulsion and suspension that may not be made using
the most relevant information. The data surrounding expulsion and suspension is also
important in realizing the urgency for the research to be done. With the private child care
preschool programs having such a significantly higher suspension and expulsion rate than
public schools, it calls for research to be done to further understand the issue as well as
moving towards a solution to the problem.
In examining the literature related to the suspension and expulsion issue in
relationship to the theoretical foundation, examining the current literature in amount of
time and quality of time is justified. Current literature relates the behavior of children to
the relationship children have with their primary caregivers (Buckrop et al., 2016;
Williford et al., 2015). During that time children spend in relationship with teachers,
social and emotional skills can be taught in context so that those skills can later be used
in situations between children. Looking at the education of teachers is justified in that the
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time teachers invest in their education gives opportunities to learn how to spend quality
time building relationships with children as well as the importance of child-initiated play
(Carter, Williford, & LoCasale-Crouch, 2014). Looking at suspension and expulsion
rather than challenging behavior is justified based on it being used as a means of
responding to the behavior and the suggestions have been simply to abandon that method
but have not looked at ways of preventing the behavior (Connecticut State Department of
Education, 2015). In this way, the study will be looking at prevention rather than
response.
Amount of Time Spent in Child-Initiated Learning
The number of hours that children spend in care can be spent doing a multitude of
things. Time is spent playing in the dress-up area, building with blocks, singing songs
about the weather, eating lunch, taking a nap, and running around on the playground.
The day is typically shared between child-initiated activities and teacher-initiated
activities. The time that children spend choosing their own activities is time that can be
used for interacting with other children while exploring interest areas. That time of the
day can be a time for teachers to interact with children at their level, scaffolding
interactions among children, and spending time getting to know individual children. It is
also a time when children have opportunities to interact with one another, learning social
and emotional skills that can be carried over into later school settings. The study will
look at the amount of time that is in the schedule where children can be in child-initiated
activity and teachers will have the opportunity to interact with them as they are engaged.
Teacher-child interactions. According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2010),
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children spend as many as 36 hours a week in child care. That means that teachers are
responsible for a significant amount of time caring for children during their waking
hours. Several variables surrounding the individual teachers can have an impact on the
children during the time they are with those adults. Research has shown the strength of
the relationship between a teacher and child can affect the behavior of the children as
well as the overall atmosphere of the classroom (Buckrop et al., 2016; Williford et al.,
2015). The relationship has an effect on the quality of the interactions between the
teacher and the children and the overall atmosphere affects the interactions among the
children. The type of relationship is sometimes impacted by the beliefs the teacher has
about children, specifically about children’s behaviors (Carter et al., 2014). As teachers
work with children, the way they interpret and attribute the children’s behaviors can
cause different reactions and responses to the behavior.
In early childhood settings, not all programs are equal. According to Child Care
Aware of America (2016a), the teacher is one of the indicators of quality child care that
parents are encouraged to examine. In addition to things like qualifications, adult to child
ratio, and staff training, the relationship between the teacher and the children of the
classroom also indicate the quality of care. The strength of the relationship is manifested
through the interactions as teachers get down on the child’s level, meeting individual
needs of each of the children, and incorporating each of the children’s interests in the
daily lessons.
Buckrop et al. (2016) used the Student-Teacher Relationship Scale (Pianta, 1992),
to examine the strength of the relationship and how it is manifested in a classroom to
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draw a connection between relationships in child care and referrals for special education
services in early elementary school. Similar to Child Care Aware of America (2016a),
Pianta (1992) measured the relationship through interactions between the child and the
teacher such as warmth and affection. Teachers rate 15 different statements that range
from sharing an affectionate, warm relationship with the child to the child openly sharing
his or her feelings and experiences. Williford et al. (2015) used Banking Time to look at
the relationship between the teacher and the children. Banking Time is an
implementation procedure that makes a link between the amount of one-on-one time
spent with each child and the strength of the relationship created. Similarly, Gehlbach, et
al. (2016) used the interactions between students and teachers as an indicator of the
strength of the relationship. The specific interactions were built on finding similarities
between the teacher and each child as a base for the interaction.
The time spent with children is a factor in developing a relationship and an
indicator of the strength of the relationship (Buckrop et al., 2016; Williford et al., 2015).
In response to the research indicating the rise in suspension and expulsion rates, Williford
et al. (2015) researched one factor to determine what type relationship existed between
the factor and the emotional and behavioral outcomes for children. Banking Time is an
investment that teachers make into students by spending quality time with each student
throughout the day. The time spent is expected to be about 10 to 15 minutes per child at
a time, around two to three times during each week. One challenge noted from previous
research was that the definition of the quality of that time is the least clear of the
measured indicators (Williford et al., 2015). Other indicators used in determining the
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implementation were the type of program, the demographics of the teacher, and the
teachers’ beliefs about the relationship with each child. Based on previous research
reviewed, Williford et al. (2015) expected that teachers who expressed a focus on childcentered learning would be more likely to implement the Banking Time in their
classroom. After reviewing the data, it was found that the opposite was true. Teachers
who were determined to have more of a focus on an authoritarian or teacher-centered
classroom were actually more likely to implement the Banking Time than those who
indicated a child-centered belief system (Williford et al., 2015). Additional research
around the beliefs of teachers will give more insight as to what factors may play a role in
the implementation of a program designed to improve behavior. Williford et al. (2015)
made note of a possibility that the implementation of Banking Time itself may have
provided an avenue for teachers with an authoritarian viewpoint to see children in a way
they had not previously seen. Measuring the amount of time in the schedule dedicated to
child-initiated play will allow for the opportunities for teachers to interact with children,
creating meaningful relationships. Also collecting information on the education level of
the teacher will indicate the amount of knowledge the teacher has on the importance of
using that time wisely.
Social and emotional skill development. Children who have been suspended or
expelled from child care programs are typically done so due to being easily frustrated,
having difficulty sitting quietly, being disrespectful or defiant and yelling or screaming
(Council on Children and Families, 2016). These behaviors are often a lack of social and
emotional skill required to handle various situations that occur in a group setting. Parents
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interviewed about the program’s reaction to their child’s behavior was that they thought
the challenging behavior was something the child needed help with, not be excluded for
(Parker et al., 2016). Managing responses to challenging situations requires a higherorder thinking process that some children have not yet developed by the time they are in
early learning programs (Montroy, Bowles, Skibbe, & Foster, 2014). That higher order
thinking requires a combination of working memory to know what to do and an inhibition
or self-control to keep from doing what the child’s initial reaction may be that is
inappropriate. Children must be able to communicate with peers and with teachers in a
positive manner, regardless of the situation that occurs (Shuttlesworth & Shannon, 2015).
In working with child care programs, specifically with teachers, the focus for
newer programs is on training the teacher how to use real-life situations to teach children
how to respond appropriately (Hemmeter, Hardy, Schnitz, Adams, & Kinder, 2015;
Montroy et al., 2014). Programs such as the Pyramid Model are designed to teach
children social and emotional skills to use in various situations as they occur because if
children are suspended or expelled for lack of skills, they are then never taught different
tools to use and will continue to try and find ways to handle situations on their own
(Parker et al., 2016). One skill specifically, self-regulation, is one that is taught to
children in order to prevent challenging behaviors. As children are exposed to difficult
situations and things do not go the way they believe it should, self-regulation prevents
them from lashing out at other children or at the teacher, the reason most given for
children being suspended or expelled (Council on Children and Families, 2016).
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In a program that relies heavily on a play-based curriculum where children have
opportunity to interact frequently throughout the day, there is greater opportunity for
conflict to occur within the natural context of the play and teachers can then model and
teach the appropriate response within that same context immediately (Shuttlesworth &
Shannon, 2015). For teachers who believe more heavily in the child-centered curriculum
than colleagues focusing more on teacher-centered, children have a greater selfregulation (Hur, Buettner, & Jeon, 2015). One reason for that may be that for those who
believe in child-centered approaches, the quality of the interactions is higher of the time
spent between teachers and children during those activities (Williford et al., 2013).
While a causal relationship cannot be made clear, there is a correlation between the
quality of interaction between teachers and children and the self-regulation of the child.
Children are more likely to be engaged in the program activities and with the teachers
during child-centered learning (Williford et al., 2013).
Another piece of the challenging behavior that occurs is children getting along
with their peers. As with self-regulation, having a child-centered curriculum gives
children the most opportunities to interact with one another and challenges occurring that
then give teachers a place to teach in the moment (Shuttlesworth & Shannon, 2015).
Looking at challenging behaviors in regard to how engaged children are in a task, there is
a correlation between the engagement and the reduction of challenging behaviors across
all types of learning (Vitiello & Williford, 2016). The more children are engaged in
various activities, the less challenging behavior occurs. One major attribution of this
finding was the social skills of the children. The more interaction they have in a
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program, the greater the opportunity for growth in social skills (Vitiello & Williford,
2016). As children are able to initiate conversations and interactions with other children,
and have positive experiences throughout the play, their self-regulation increases
(Montroy et al., 2014; Williford et al., 2013). The peer interactions and the selfregulation that occur during child-centered play experiences are correlated with a
decrease in challenging behaviors.
Using the amount of time children spend in child-directed learning as a variable is
more than simply doing the math to determine the percentage of their day.
Understanding what happens during those hours and minutes helps to look at the
schedule and determine which parts, such as free play, that would be counted as childdirected compared to morning meeting, which would be counted as a teacher-directed
time. Knowing how to count each hour of the day, whether child-directed, teacherdirected, or neither child nor teacher-directed, such as naptime, allows the calculation for
the variable to be the most accurate. The accuracy also assists in understand the results
for other people reading the completed study who were not involved in data collection.
Quality of Child-Initiated Learning Activities
Based on the research of challenging behaviors and the correlation to those
behaviors and the time children spend in child-initiated and child-centered learning
activities, it is apparent that children gain a lot in the way of social and emotional
development through the time spent in that way (Montroy et al., 2014; Shuttlesworth &
Shannon, 2015; Williford et al., 2013). However, there is another element to the use of
child-initiated activity that plays an important part: quality. Having child-initiated
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activities, or free-play, available for children can be different than having planned high
quality learning experiences for children to engage in throughout the majority of the day.
In some programs, there is a combination of both. This requires planning on the part of
the teacher ahead of time to ensure the experiences are things children are interested in
and meet each of their developmental needs.
With the idea of expulsion and suspension increasing with the implementation of
zero-tolerance policies in the 1980s, the timing was along the same as a call to action on a
nation deemed at risk by U.S. Department of Education (2014). The concept of quality
learning experiences was a piece of the findings. It was discussed that expectations for
children needed to be raised and the expectations for the teachers to plan quality learning
experiences to be increased as well. With the acknowledgement that children were
graduating from high school unprepared for college or the workplace, there was a push
for focus on the education system (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). It was also
noted that even while children were in school, the teachers were only able to teach about
one-fifth of the time due to increased challenging behaviors. The reaction to that issue
was one of reaction through disciplinary measures rather than a proactive decision to
work more on the classroom experience and how children were being engaged. Using
the ECERS as a tool to measure the quality of the activities as set out for the children will
allow for a way to measure how well that time is being used, how engaged the children
will be during that time.
Child engagement. One aspect of the quality of the child-initiated activities
presented to children in care is that the activities allow children to choose things that are
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interesting and meaningful to them and their individuality. In order to do that, it is
essential that the materials in the room and themes are interesting to children so that they
are stimulated and engaged (Williford, et al., 2013). The level of which children are
engaged is a range, with a certain level of engagement at each point within the day
(Buckrop et al., 2016). The level changes throughout the day in various tasks from large
group activities to individual projects to small group free-play choices. The level of
engagement is shown to increase when children are able to choose their own activities
from a range of choices (Hur et al., 2015). Children are able to choose which activities
are interesting rather than being dictated by a teacher what they should find interesting.
Looking at the relationship between child-centered curriculum and the
development of play skills in children, Stagnitti et al., (2016) looked at programs that are
child-centered, and children are encouraged to start each day with a plan of what they
would like to do that day. It is individualized for each student, and the teachers assist
each child in creating their plan. In this way, children who are more active and desire
more gross motor movements rather than fine motor can choose a day that is balanced for
them specifically (Bristol, 2015). As children are unable to do what interests them, being
forced to do things the teacher deems interesting and necessary for play, frustration is
displayed as challenging behaviors (Bristol, 2015).
Having a variety of activities available for children to choose from is the key to
ensure everyone’s needs and interests are met. As teachers are planning activities for
children to choose from, there are several factors to take into consideration. One is to
include activities that are culturally relevant to each of the children so that they can feel
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engaged and included, developing a sense of belonging and affirmation (Wright & Ford,
2016). In addition to culturally relevant, also including gender-relevant activities for
children to choose based on their interests as it relates to their gender (Bristol, 2015).
This includes books that are chosen to interest girls or boys, rather than only those books
that would interest both, creating a gender bias.
In addition to having materials that meet the individual interests of children, the
teacher must also take into consideration the developmentally appropriate practice for the
children in his or her care and the Zone of Proximal Development for each child. When
teachers are given the encouragement and training to get to know each child individually,
they can then see what level they are each at, to determine how to plan activities that are
just out of that level to challenge children while not frustrating them (Wass & Golding,
2014). When children have opportunities to do things they cannot do on their own, the
teacher then becomes a facilitator who can assist them and scaffold them to learn the skill
and eventually be able to do it by themselves (Khan, 2013). Allowing children to choose
their activity from among carefully planned activities allows children also to interact with
others of different levels than themselves, so that children can facilitate and scaffold each
other’s play and development (Bodrova & Leong, 2015).
In planning high-quality learning activities, also taking into consideration of the
growth in learning processes, such as with Bloom’s Taxonomy, is necessary. In planning
activities carefully for children, they will be engaged in the activity as well as be able to
process and think about what they are doing, drawing connections in earlier learning
(Weigel & Bonica, 2014). Children should also have opportunity in their play to
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experiment with materials to create new facts for themselves (Dimova & Kamarska,
2015). Planned learning activities where children discover something for themselves
rather than a teacher demonstrating the phenomenon help the children to internalize the
information and develop emotional attachment to the information, then assisting in the
transfer of the information to long-term memory (Weigel & Bonica, 2014). This teaches
children to be purposeful and also sets teachers up to be reflective in their planning
(Hebert, 2016).
The quality of the child-directed learning activities is one variable to examine in
this study because it is not only the amount of time children spend in child-directed
learning that could be influential in challenging behavior. Many programs have “free
play” where children play with the same toys every day but those toys are not part of a set
curriculum or planned activity related to the weekly theme. Sometimes those toys are not
rotated or changed at all throughout the year to accommodate the interests and changing
developmental needs of the children. Collecting information on the education level of the
teacher will also indicate how much knowledge they have in setting up the environment.
Quality of Teacher-Child Relationship
The benefits of having a strong relationship have been studied most recently in
the capacity of special education referrals and academic achievement. Buckrop et al.
(2016) noted that in the 2012 school year, there were 6.4 million children being served in
the special education field, representing a wide range of needs that included socioemotional and behavioral needs. After reviewing literature that directed towards quality
of interactions between teachers and children as well as the closeness of the relationship
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between teachers and children, research was conducted to examine those relationships in
child care as one source of impact on referrals to special education services in
kindergarten and first grade. Using data collected from the National Center for Early
Development and Learning, Buckrop et al. (2016) found that relationships between
teachers and children that were heavy in conflict were significantly positively correlated
with special education referrals while high scores indicating a close relationship between
teacher and child were significantly negatively correlated with special education referrals.
In addition to reducing referrals to special education services, additional research
was found of evidence that increasing the focus of similarities between teachers and
children in care can lead to a reduction in the achievement gap for underserved children
in the program (Gehlbach et al., 2016). Ninth grade students and their teachers
completed a get-to-know-you survey that asked about such things as friendship qualities,
best class formats for learning, and other hobbies and interests. Teachers and students
were also surveyed to determine how alike they felt they were to each other. In addition,
grading information was collected for students. Five items from the get-to-know-you
survey that were similar between a teacher and student were shared with both. As the
data were analyzed, it was found that the students and teachers both perceived more
similarities when the similarities were presented (Gehlbach et al., 2016). In regards to
student-teacher relationship, however, the presentation of similarities only affected the
perceived relationship for the teachers but not for the students. For the academic
achievement, there was no increase at the mid-semester point but an increase in the end
of the marking period. In one study, however, the opposite was found. It was found that
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Black teachers were more likely to hold Black children to a higher standard in regards to
their behavior, suggesting exclusion as a discipline more frequently than White teachers
or to White students (Gilliam, et al., 2016).
Carter et al. (2014) examined the concept that teachers’ beliefs could be a
determining factor the viewpoint and assumptions teachers make on why children behave
in a certain way. What teachers attribute a child’s behavior to has an impact on how the
teacher then responds to the child. If a teacher believes that the child is misbehaving
simply because he or she is a bad child, is doing it for attention, or to upset the teacher,
there is less likelihood the teacher will make an effort to spend time with the child. If the
teacher attributes the child’s behavior to something external or environmental, he or she
is more likely to respond using time and attention towards the child. It was found in
reviewing previous research that the measure for teachers’ attributions for children’s
behavior was inconsistent and that additional research was needed to determine if a new
measure, the Preschool Teaching Attributions (PTA) measure, is both reliable and valid
as a measure (Carter et al., 2014).
Just as the authoritarian, or adult-centered, belief has an impact on the amount of
time spent with children (Williford et al., 2015), the same belief has an impact on the
assumptions and attributions for children’s behavior. For those parents who hold an
authoritarian belief system towards raising children, the attributions of negative behavior
by a child are drawn to the internal focus. The same was found to be true of teachers
(Carter et al., 2014). In addition to the authoritarian belief, the teachers’ belief of
themselves was also an explored factor in predicting the attributions of behaviors of
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children (Carter et al., 2014). Teachers were given the Teacher Self-Efficacy Scale at the
beginning of the study, with the higher the score indicating a higher self-confidence for
teaching. After reviewing the scores on the PTA scale, it was found that the self-efficacy
actually had no relationship with the perceived cause or responsibility of children’s
negative behavior.
With much focus being placed on the children of a classroom and how they are
succeeding, it is important to discuss the well-being of the teachers of the program. As
they are responsible for caring for children for a large portion of their wakeful day, there
is continued evidence leaning towards the importance of caring for teachers so that they
can care for children most effectively. The mental and emotional state of the teacher has
been shown to be related to the executive function of the teacher and, consequently, the
quality of care that the teacher is able to provide (Friedman-Krauss et al., 2014a;
Friedman-Krauss et al., 2014b; Jeon, Buettner, & Snyder, 2014; Zinsser, Christensen, &
Torres, 2016). Additional research has drawn a connection between the well-being of the
teacher and the perceived challenging behaviors of children in the program (FriedmanKrauss et al., 2014a; Friedman-Krauss et al., 2014b; Jeon et al., 2014). As expulsions
and suspensions resulting from challenging behavior continues to rise, it is essential to
look not only at the children and the program itself, but also at the teachers and how well
they are supported and cared for.
In a study by Friedman-Krauss et al. (2014a), quality of care was measured
through the emotional climate of the classroom as a result of child externalizing behavior
problems. Teacher stress level was used as a mediator. The expectation was that the
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emotional climate of a classroom is negatively impacted by both the stress level of the
teacher and by the challenging behaviors displayed by children (Friedman-Krauss et al.
(2014a). Data were collected on over 200 children in Head Start preschool classrooms.
The challenging behavior was reported by the teacher in a modified Behavior Problems
Index, which still allows for some subjectivity by the teacher as to what constitutes a
challenging behavior. The emotional climate of the classroom as measured using the
Classroom Assessment Scoring System in both the fall and the spring. The stress level of
the teacher was also self-reported using the Child Care Worker Job Stress Inventory.
After analyzing the data, it was determined that there was a predictable
relationship between the fall and spring. For those classrooms with higher levels of
challenging behavior in the fall, teacher stress was reported as being higher in the spring.
It was determined, however, that there was no linear relationship to be found regarding
the stress level of the teacher and the emotional climate of the classroom, but rather an
inverted U shape that indicates the highest emotional climate is related to a moderate
amount of stress of the teacher (Friedman-Krauss et al., 2014a). It is possible that a
certain amount of stress acts as a motivator to increase the emotional climate of the
program up to a certain point and then becomes too much stress and begins to decrease
the climate. According to Zinsser et al. (2016), teachers view a school climate as more
positive when they are less depressed. So, the well-being of the teacher impacts how
they view the climate of the classroom. In regards to the challenging behavior itself being
related to the emotional climate in the spring, it worked opposite than expected in that
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more challenging behavior actually predicted a higher emotional climate in the spring
(Friedman-Krauss et al., 2014a).
While Friedman-Krauss et al. (2014a) used the emotional climate as an indicator
of quality, Jeon et al. (2014) used the Environmental Rating Scales (Harms et al., 2014)
to measure the quality when exploring a possible connection on child care quality
impacted by teacher depression and challenging behavior of children. The behavioral
challenges of children were measured using the Child Behavior Checklist, similar to the
Behavioral Problems Index used by Friedman-Krauss et al. (2014a) in that it was reported
by the teacher. It was determined that for teachers who were coded as being more
depressed, the children in the program displayed more challenging behavior (Jeon et al.,
2014). Friedman-Krauss et al. (2014a) measured teacher stress level at both the fall and
the spring and there was an increase in the spring for classrooms with more challenging
behavior, which may indicate a directional relationship. Jeon et al. (2014) obtained the
depression level and behavior index at the same time, so it is unclear how the two are
related.
In looking at the relationship between challenging behavior and the well-being of
the teacher, one key factor is the executive function of the teacher (Friedman-Krauss et
al., 2014b). The executive function of the teacher assists him or her in using higher
centers of the brain to process and respond to challenging behaviors rather than react out
of stress using the lower centers of the brain. Teachers are able to respond to challenging
behavior well when it falls within their level of comprehension using their higher order
thinking. Once it reaches beyond that level of thinking and processing, the teacher then
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begins to react rather than respond (Friedman-Krauss et al., 2014b). Not having the skills
to work through the behavior then causes stress on the teacher, which is then shown to
increase the challenging behavior of the children and the emotional climate of the
classroom, creating a cyclical response from the teacher and the children (FriedmanKrauss et al., 2014a). The skills used to work with children with challenging behavior
can come from the support of the administration and veteran teachers. Teachers who feel
more supported and have the skills necessary to work with those children are less likely
to be depressed (Zinsser et al., 2016). Measuring the quality of the activities offered and
the amount of time set aside for child-initiated play where teachers have the ability to
interact with children will help to show the teachers’ knowledge and willingness to set up
an engaging environment for the children that meets their needs.
Behavior guidance strategies. Little research has been done on the prevention of
suspensions and expulsions specifically, although there is some significant research that
addresses extreme challenging behaviors and reducing those behaviors. The American
Academy of Pediatrics (2013) put forth a policy statement on suspension and expulsion,
encouraging schools to focus on preventing the behaviors that result in the suspensions
and expulsions. Winther, Carlsson, and Vance (2014) acknowledged that challenging
behavior in children is a complex issue in that there is often more than one condition that
influences each other so that one treatment or response is not effective for each child. To
that end, one solution that is used across programs, classrooms, or even children, is not
likely to be effective.
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The American Academy of Pediatrics (2013) suggested three different strategies
that could be used to prevent suspension and expulsion, directing attention towards early
intervention services and early identification of children who may be at risk for
developing the challenging behaviors that often lead to suspension or expulsion. The
third strategy focused more on meeting needs of the children prior to them engaging in
challenging behavior. The focus was on teachers providing alternative activities and
structures for children who may need it as well as ensuring activities and materials are
reviewed periodically to ensure they are developmentally appropriate for the children in
the program.
The interest of the relationship between child-directed learning and expulsion and
suspension and teacher relationships is not to look at teacher-child relationships as a
separate variable but rather to explore current and past research that already supports how
the teacher-child relationship is both developed during the interactions of child-directed
play and also how it impacts challenging behavior. By looking at teacher-child
relationships in both of these ways, a bridge is created to show support for the likelihood
that the time children spend in child-directed learning is beneficial to more than just
academic learning but also to their social and emotional development and displayed
behaviors.
Relationships Between Suspension and Expulsion and Child-Initiated Activity
The data related to suspension and expulsion of children is a cause for concern.
While many policies and suggestions for policies related to suspension and expulsion
lean towards eliminating it as a possible response to challenging behavior, there is
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research to draw a possible connection between child-initiated activity and challenging
behavior that would reduce or eliminate behaviors so that exclusion of children is not
required. Looking specifically at the social and emotional skills that are developed, the
relationships that are established, and the engagement of children during child-initiated
activities, there is evidence presented to show how each may prevent challenging
behaviors in child care programs. The behaviors that are displayed by children and often
result in expulsion and suspension are typically related to a lack of social and emotional
skill (Hemmeter et al., 2015; Montroy et al., 2014). Learning social and emotional skills
occurs during the time spent in child-initiated play and through relationship building
between teachers and children as well as among children in the program (Hemmeter et
al., 2015; Montroy et al., 2014). Using the quality and quantity of time in child-initiated
play along with teacher education will enable the study to examine the time in which
children spend learning the crucial skills of social-emotional development.
Social and emotional skills developed. There are policies and suggestions for
policies put forth that encourage support for teachers to teach children social and
emotional skills so that they can work through emotions and situations that occur
(American Academy of Pediatrics, 2013; Longstreth et al., 2013). These social and
emotional skills are the skills necessary to avoid the behaviors noted as most frequently
resulting in suspension or expulsion (Council on Children and Families, 2016). Those
surveyed reported becoming easily frustrated, and screaming and yelling as some of the
most frequent behaviors that lead to excluding a child. Children are not born with these
skills, they must be taught and research shows that the most successful way of teaching
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those skills is in real-life situations while the situation is happening (Hemmeter et al.,
2015; Montroy et al., 2014).
As children are engaged in child-initiated activities, there are interactions between
the child and the materials that can lead to frustration. As the teacher is engaged with the
child in those situation, he or she is able to scaffold the child through the emotion and
assist in using appropriate skills to respond to that frustration. Children can learn in the
moment of the frustration how to express the frustration in an appropriate way (Montroy
et al., 2014). In the same way, as children are interacting with one another in the context
of a child-initiated activity and disagreements occur, the teacher is available to interact
with the children involved, using the moment itself as a teaching tool to assist the
children in working through the emotions and then coming up with a solution.
Relationships established. During the early years of life when children are
enrolled in early childhood programs, the formation of attachments and relationships
occur (Bowlby, 1969). When children are excluded from programs, the trust with the
program and the teacher is broken, and the formation of relationships with other children
is also impacted (Adamu & Hogan, 2015). The strength of those relationships is
influenced by the time spent in child-initiated activity (Buckrop et al., 2016; Williford et
al., 2015). As teachers interact with children doing things that interest them, the
relationship is built and strengthened (Buckrop et al., 2016; Gehlbach et al., 2016;
Williford et al., 2015).
During that time, teachers and child learn about each other and their common
interests, as well as have opportunity to work on communication skills with one another.
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The more time that teachers spend with children, they also get to know each child on an
individual level, and can begin to understand certain behaviors that each child displays,
along with possible reasons for the behaviors. When teachers can understand or justify a
child’s behavior, they are more likely to respond using time and attention rather than
discipline that includes suspending or expelling the child (Carter et al., 2014). As these
relationships among children and between children and teachers are developed, the
overall climate of the classroom is then improved, further reducing the likelihood of
expulsion and suspension (Friedman-Krauss et al., 2014a). The context of the
relationships being built is measured by both the amount of time dedicated to childinitiated play as well as the quality of the activities offered.
Engagement in activities. In the data regarding suspensions and expulsions
across the United States, about 80% of those suspended or expelled are boys (U.S.
Department of Education, 2016). In New York State specifically, boys are three times
more likely than girls to be suspended or expelled (Council on Children and Families,
2016). Child-initiated activities allow for children to choose among activities that are
carefully planned to meet individual needs so that each child can choose to spend their
time in something that is engaging and challenges them appropriately (Hur et al., 2015).
As the relationships between children and teachers are developed during child-initiated
activities, teachers get to know children’s needs and interests so that activities that are
planned meet individual needs (Buckrop et al., 2016; Williford et al., 2013).
Activities can be planned to meet the gender differences of boys and girls so that
boys are engaged with materials. As children are engaged in activities that are designed
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for them, challenging behavior is shown to decrease (Vitiello & Williford, 2016). Boys
especially can engage in activities that are challenging to them, but not too challenging to
the point of frustration. They can focus more on gross motor skills if they desire, or have
opportunity to work alone on a developmentally appropriate and engaging task (Bristol,
2015). As children grow and learn and develop, and relationships are strengthened
during the child-initiated activities, challenging behavior decreases to the point where
suspension and expulsion is no longer necessary. Using the ECERS as a tool to measure
quality will allow the study to look at how engaged the children can be in the
environment.
Gap in the Literature
After reviewing the current literature, there are data to support that suspensions
and expulsions in child care is a concern, as well as general recommendations on policies
to write that could potentially decrease or eliminate exclusion as a response to
challenging behavior. The data that are collected on expulsion and suspension
specifically in early childhood programs look at the children who are excluded and the
reasons for the exclusion, but fail to look at the different program types to attempt to see
a pattern in program type and the exclusion of children. The recommended policies are
general regarding access to mental health services or social and emotional supports for
children showing a risk for challenging behavior (American Academy of Pediatrics,
2013; Longstreth et al., 2013). In addition, many of the proposed policies are related
specifically to Kindergarten through 12th grade, which is where the majority of the
research has been done thus far. There are no policies or suggestion of policies found in
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the review of the literature to prevent the challenging behavior in itself rather than react
to it once it begins, and limited reference to child care programs.
With regard to child-initiated activities, the research shows connections between
that type of programming and academic achievement, less is shown in regards to
relationship-building and development of social and emotional skills. While there are
connections drawn in the literature between child engagement in activities and
challenging behavior, no research specifically addresses the connection between that
engagement as a tool in reduction of the level and frequency of behaviors that lead to
expulsion and suspension. The importance of child-teacher interactions and relationships
is shown in the literature, but not in the context of eliminating the behaviors that lead to
expulsion and suspension. Additional research is necessary to show a relationship
between programs that use curriculums where children spend more time in child-initiated
activities than in teacher-directed activities and the suspension and expulsion of those
programs.
Summary and Conclusions
Current data shows a concern with suspension and expulsion rates in child care
program. Policies and suggestions of policies have been developed to eliminate the use
of suspension or expulsion and also to give some generalized suggestions for reducing
need. After studying students who have been suspended or expelled, there are further
concerns with this type of discipline and the long-term effect it has on children, their
families, schools, and society in general. In order to address these concerns, it is
necessary to look at methods that can prevent the need for exclusion as a discipline
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strategy by reducing or eliminating the challenging behaviors that occur prior to
suspending or expelling a child.
Time spent in a child-initiated activity, compared to teacher-directed activity, is
one factor that shows a possibility of being related to reduction or elimination of
challenging behaviors. Part of that is due to the teacher-child interaction and relationship
that occurs during that time. Research shows the importance of that time and the growth
that occurs, and a connection to the reduction in challenging behaviors. In addition,
during child-initiated play, literature shows the development of social and emotional
skills necessary for children to handle challenging situations and frustrations. The quality
of the child-initiated activities is also shown as a possible factor to more deeply develop
the teacher-child relationship and further develop the social and emotional skills
necessary. In addition, there is literature to support that when children are engaged in
quality child-initiated activities, challenging behavior is reduced.
The gap in the literature is mainly seen in the prevention means for exclusion as a
response to challenging behavior. While research shows that children are being expelled
and suspended and does show some aspects such as race and gender, there is little
research looking at the type of program that children are being expelled and suspended
from. The study looked at the type of program by comparing the amount of time children
spend in child-directed learning compared to teacher-directed to find a possible
connection between programs which are mainly teacher-directed and those mainly childdirected and expulsion and suspension rates. This helps to narrow that gap in the
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literature so that additional research can be done or results can be used to inform
programs as to the way children should be spending their time while in care.
In order to examine this gap in the literature, there were different variables used.
The type of program was looked at by comparing those programs where children spend
much of their time in child-directed learning with programs where children spend much
of their time in teacher-directed. In addition, it was also necessary to look at the quality of
the time children spend in child-directed learning by measuring the quality of the
materials they have access to during that time. The collection of the lead teacher’s
education level is directly related to the teacher’s knowledge of Piaget and Vygotsky’s
theories as those theories are part of child development curriculum for higher education
as well as a part of the Child Development Associate Credential. The following chapter
will outline how each of those variables will be collected and how the statistics were run
to show the possible connection.
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Chapter 3: Research Method
Introduction
The purpose of this quantitative study was to examine whether the percentage of
the day that children spent in child-directed learning stations, the quality of activities
offered during child-initiated activity time, and the education level of the lead teacher
predict classroom suspensions or expulsions. This section contains the research design for
the study and the rationale for the design choice. The stepwise multiple regression
analysis includes the description of the population, sampling, and data collection
procedures. Also included is a section on possible threats to validity, including ethical
considerations. The chapter concludes with a summary of the research method.
Research Design and Rationale
All data from the independent variables (IVs) and the dependent variable (DV)
were entered into the SPSS multiple regression (MR) matrix as a block. The stepwise
multiple regression analysis assessed each IV individually and as a group as they impact
the DV. The analysis of the MR in SPSS included analysis of variance (ANOVA),
Pearson r correlation, and descriptive data display. In MR analysis, SPSS will generate R,
R2, R adjusted, and standardized beta. There are two MR equations, one for each DV. The
variables are as follows:


Independent Variable 1 – Time spent in child-initiated activity



Independent Variable 2 – Quality of activities offered during child-initiated
activity time



Independent Variable 3 – Teacher qualifications
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Dependent Variable 1 – Expulsion rate



Dependent Variable 2 – Suspension rate

The research design for this research was a quantitative stepwise multiple
regression analysis. The research question lent itself to a quantitative study because it was
attempting to ascertain the predictive relationship between three IVs and two DVs. All
the data were in interval/ratio levels of measurement, aside from teacher education, which
was categorical. The categorical variable was transformed by the use of dummy
variables. Each was scored as interval data, with high school as 12, Child Developmental
Associate credential as 13, associate’s degree as 14, bachelor’s degree as 15, working on
master’s degree as 16, master’s degree as 17, and doctoral degree as 18. The use of a
qualitative research design was rejected as an option, as it would have given detailed
information to explore different programs with varying rates of suspension and expulsion
but would not have shown a predictive relationship or the extent of the predictive
relationship, if it existed. Each variable was run in the stepwise multiple regression
analysis to determine which variables might have a predictive relationship to the
dependent variables. With this design choice, the quality of child-initiated activity was
measured using the ECERS-R (Harms et al., 2014). I used only those subscale items that
applied directly to the activities planned for children during the child-initiated activity
portion of the day:
19. Fine motor
20. Art
21. Music/movement
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22. Blocks
23. Sand/water
24. Dramatic play
25. Nature/science
26. Math/number
27. Use of TV, video, and/or computers (Appendix B)
These items make up the Activity section of the ECERS-R, and permission was obtained
from the authors of the scale to use only this section (Appendix E). Each item generated a
score of 1-7, and the nine item scores were then averaged to create one score for each
classroom as an indicator of quality. These items were measured without children
present; this approach eliminated potential influence arising from the presence of an
unfamiliar person in the classroom while children were playing.
Methodology
Population
The target population for this study was licensed child care centers in two
counties of the northeastern United States that served preschool-aged children. Licensed
child care centers were used as the target population rather than prekindergarten
classrooms contained within public schools due to the resources that public schools have
access to, such as behavior specialists and social workers for support, that licensed
programs do not have access to. In this way, the data collection was more equal among
the census sample and representative of the target population.
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Sampling and Sampling Procedure
A census sample of centers within two counties was obtained in an attempt to
reach a total of 88 classrooms, therefore the sample size is the population. Of the 50
licensed child care centers in the counties, 17 Head Start programs were excluded due to
policies prohibiting the use of suspension or expulsion. I sent a letter to the remaining 33
licensed child care centers containing a total of 88 preschool-aged classrooms explaining
the purpose of the study, what would be required on the part of the program, and my
responsibilities as the researcher. I then placed a follow-up program to each program to
determine eligibility and willingness to participate. Eligibility was determined by
speaking with administration to find out whether suspension and expulsion were part of
the discipline policy used. In the event that it was specifically stated in a program’s
policy that suspension and expulsion were not used, that program was excluded from the
study.
Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection
Contact information for the child care centers was first obtained through a public
database of child care programs maintained by the government agency overseeing
licensing of programs. The majority of programs were located in urban areas, serving
families at varying levels of socioeconomic status. Next, a letter outlining the purpose of
the study was mailed to each program director with a follow-up phone call 1 week later.
For the programs whose leaders were willing to participate, an initial meeting was
scheduled with the site director to discuss the steps of the study in depth. The meeting
took no longer than an hour. At the time of the initial meeting, consent forms were given
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to the teachers for each of the classrooms being visited. Teachers and program directors
had time to ask questions and could take additional time up until the initial visit was
scheduled to look over the form and decide whether they would be willing to participate.
Next, visits were scheduled at a time when the classroom was set for the activities of the
day but prior to children arriving; therefore, consent from parents was not required.
Visits took no longer than 20 minutes per classroom.
Upon my arrival to the classroom at the scheduled time, the amount of time spent
in child-initiated play was collected by examining the classroom’s daily schedule. In
places where it was not clear whether the time was child-initiated or teacher-directed
activity, I sought clarification through discussion with the teacher as to what occurred
during that time of the day. Next, the number of suspensions and expulsions for each
classroom was obtained from the program director for the previous 12-month period,
from December 2017 through December 2018. The program director reported if any
substantial changes had been made in the classroom in that 12-month period, such as a
change in teacher with a different level of education. In the event that a substantial
change occurred, that classroom was not included in the study. Data were coded for each
classroom to maintain confidentiality. Individual children’s names were not given; I only
received the number of children who had been expelled or suspended in each of the
classrooms being scored. The education level of the lead classroom teacher was also
collected at that time. Teacher’s names were not collected, just the code of the classroom
in which they worked. Finally, the quality of the activities offered was determined by
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observing the classroom setup using the ECERS-R (Harms et al., 2014) sections
pertaining specifically to activities.
Each individual planned activity item (19. Fine motor; 20. Art; 21.
Music/movement; 22. Blocks; 23. Sand/water; 24. Dramatic play; 25. Nature/science; 26.
Math/number; and 27. Use of TV, video, and/or computers) was scored with a number
between 1 and 7 using the criteria within each activity item that discerns among each of
the numbers 1-7 and averaged to determine an overall quality indicator for activities, as a
whole, of the classroom. This process involving the ECERS tool was used to determine
the quality of the child-initiated experiences offered (Harms et al., 2014). For the
purpose of this research, observing the classroom with children present was not required,
as the individual indicators for each activity item pertained specifically to the materials
that were available for the children to use, not the way in which children interacted with
the materials. For example, Item 26 (Math/number) had indicators such as “Materials are
well organized and in good condition” (Harms et al., 2014, p. 52). Having materials that
are organized allows children to find what they want and enables them to be engaged and
explore in their own way. Item 19 (Fine motor) had indicators such as “Materials on
different levels of difficulty accessible” (Harms et al., 2014, p. 39). Scoring the planned
activities allowed for determining the likelihood that children were able to engage with
materials that were at their developmental level. For example, children who were
developmentally able to manage chunky knob puzzles would have those accessible to
them, while children who were developmentally able to work through frame puzzles
would have those available. In this way, no child would be forced to interact with
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materials that were below or above their developmental level. Having access to materials
within the appropriate developmental level assists in children’s engagement so that they
are not frustrated by materials too challenging for them or bored with materials below
their developmental level (Vygotsky, 1978).
Within the tool are notes for clarification that specifically state what constitutes
the different levels of quality to establish the score on the tool. Any information in the
scale that could not be determined directly was collected through clarification by the
teacher of the classroom, using the prompted questions included in the tool. The
questions included in the tool are worded to be asked of the teacher and do not require
children to be present. For example, Item 20 (Art) has a question for the indicator of
three-dimensional art: “Are three-dimensional art materials such as clay or wood for
gluing ever used? If so, how often?” (Harms et al., 2014, p. 41). Each question was used
only to determine the score of the individual item as requested by the ECERS itself and
was not used as an interview question for a qualitative study. Measuring these items on
the ECERS allowed me to measure the quality of the time that children were expected to
spend in child-directed activity. The amount of time they spent interacting with these
materials was determined by the daily schedule (Appendix A).
In the event that staff representing a classroom or program wished to exit the
study prior to completion, data collection for that program ceased, and the data were
destroyed. Although I did not directly observe children in the classrooms, if I had
discovered during discussion or ECERS scoring that there was a possibility of excessive
punishment that would have warranted a call to the state central registrar to report child
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abuse or neglect, I would have called the hotline the same day to file a report. Finally,
after all programs had been visited and all data collected and analyzed, program directors
were contacted to set up an appropriate day, time, and place to disseminate the findings
from the study to the director as well as the teachers. All staff members were asked if
they had any questions and were thanked for their participation. This meeting took about
25 minutes to an hour.
Should additional participants have been required, programs with the same
criteria but in neighboring counties would have been reached in the same manner used for
the original participant search.
Instrumentation
The ECERS-R (Harms et al., 2014) has been used in a variety of research projects
domestically and internationally as a comprehensive quality indicator since it was
released. Through all of the various uses of the scale, reliability and validity have been
shown for the scale itself and the underlying subscales (Clifford & Reszka, 2010). The
scale was developed using partnerships and experiences with field-based child care
centers. The scores have remained consistent over time and with different assessors
administering the scale (Harms et al., 2014). Test-retest reliability was used as well as
interrater reliability, both producing statistically significant results of 86.1% agreement
on interrater reliability and 73% on test-retest reliability. Reliability was assessed by
taking each subscale in relationship to the entire scale to check for accuracy. High
internal consistency was also found using a large sample size of 1,313 classrooms in
urban centers serving low-income children (Cassidy, Hestenes, Hegde, Hestenes, &
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Mims, 2005). Validity of the scale was assessed in content validity, predictive validity,
and concurrent validity. According to seven nationally recognized experts in the field of
early childhood programs, 78% of the total items on the scale were of high importance
when measuring quality of environment, showing the content validity of the tool.
Reliability and validity were not tested on individual items or subscales at this time. This
is considered a limitation of the tool; however, use of the tool was still deemed
appropriate in this case, as overall quality of the program was not being examined, only
quality of the activities being offered to children. Examining the scale and the type of
things that are measured within each subscale, those listed in the activity subscale items
are not dependent on other areas of the tool. Permission was granted by the authors to
use the activity subsection of the scale (Appendix E).
Operationalization of Constructs
The independent variable of time spent in child-directed activity was measured as
a percentage of the total program day that was spent in child-directed activity. This was
measured by looking at the program schedule for each classroom and labeling each
section as being child directed, teacher directed, or a time such as transition or nap that
was neither teacher directed nor child directed. If clarification was required, the teacher
was asked to describe how the time was spent. At that time, a determination was made as
to whether the children were in control of the learning or the teacher was in control. The
time spent in child-directed activity was added together to determine the total number of
hours spent in child-directed activity. For example, a program with 1 hour in the
morning and 2 hours in the afternoon spent in child-directed activity would have had a

72
total of 3 hours. The total program day was determined by the open and close time of the
center; for example, a center open from six o’clock in the morning until five o’clock in
the afternoon would have had a total program time of 11 hours. Other programs might
have an opening time of seven o’clock in the morning until six o’clock in the evening.
The percentage was then computed for each classroom based on the total number of
hours that the program was open and the planned schedule for the individual classroom.
In the example above, the percentage would be 27%. While there was some variability in
the length of time that individual children spent in the program, that variability would
occur in all of the centers being studied. My intention in the research was to measure the
opportunities that children had and how the program was designed, rather than observing
actual interactions, given that those were likely to change on a daily basis. The overall
atmosphere and intention of the program design represented a more consistent measure.
The independent variable of the quality of the child-directed activities was
measured by the ECERS-R (Harms et al., 2014). Each of the indicators in the activity
subscale was scored in the classroom with a number between 1 and 7. The eight scores
within the activity subscale were then averaged together to create one score between 1
and 7 to indicate the level of quality of the child-directed activities being offered during
the times indicated on the program schedule. The items within the activity subscale were
as follows: fine motor, art, music/movement, blocks, sand/water, dramatic play,
nature/science, and math/number. For example, a program with scores of 4, 6, 2, 3, 4, 4,
7, and 6 for the eight items, respectively, would have had a quality indicator score of 4.5.
Individual item numbers were maintained separately to share with program
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directors/administrators during the dissemination of results for the purpose of making
recommendations for changes to their program as they saw necessary.
The independent variable of teacher qualification was collected through a direct
question to the director of each program. Directors were asked their highest level of
completed education for each teacher at the beginning of the current academic year; High
School, Child Development Associate Credential, Associates Degree, Bachelors Degree,
Masters Degree, or Doctoral Degree. Each will be scored as interval data with High
School being 12, Child Developmental Associate Credential 13, Associates Degree 14,
Bachelors Degree 15, Working on Masters Degree 16, Masters Degree 17, Doctoral
Degree 18. For the sake of consistency, any classroom where a teacher had changed in
the course of the academic year that had a different completed level of education would
have been withdrawn from the research.
The dependent variable of the study was the suspension and expulsion rate for the
program. The program director was asked to give the number of expulsions and
suspensions for the current academic year. The number was broken down by classroom
the child spent the majority of their time in at the time they were expelled or suspended.
The two numbers were reported separately. For example, a program with 3 classrooms:
Classroom A had 1 expulsion and 2 suspensions, Classroom B had 0 expulsions and 1
suspension, Classroom C had 1 expulsion and 3 suspensions. Data were also combined
for classrooms within the same program for program level analysis to determine if any
significance is found. Classrooms in child care centers are divided by age. Some larger
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centers have more than one classroom with the same age children. For the study, the
classrooms were those serving 3-year-olds or 4-year-olds.
Data Analysis Plan
The software used for data analysis is Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
(SPSS) (IBM, 2016). In order to make the data as efficient as possible to be entered into
SPSS, each classroom was coded with a letter indicating the center it is located within
and a number. Each coded classroom then had 5 variables: percentage of day spent in
child-directed learning, number of expulsions, number of suspensions, lead teacher
education level, and quality indicator(s).
The research question is, “Is there a predictive relationship between the
percentage of day spent in child-initiated learning activities, the quality of the childinitiated activities offered, and the teacher qualifications in a classroom and the number
of expulsions and suspensions in a child care program?”
H1:

There is a statistically significant predictive relationship between the
percentage of day spent in child-directed learning centers and the number
of suspensions and expulsions of a child care program.

H0:

There is no significant predictive relationship between the percentage of
day spent in child-directed learning centers and the number of suspensions
and expulsions of a child care program.

H2:

There is a significant predictive relationship with the quality of the
activities offered during child-directed learning and the number of
suspensions and expulsions of a child care program.
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H20:

There is no significant predictive relationship with the quality of the
activities offered during child-directed learning and the number of
suspensions and expulsions of a child care program.

H3:

There is a significant predictive relationship between the education level
of the lead classroom teacher and number of suspensions and expulsions
of a child care program.

H30:

There is no significant predictive relationship between the education level
of the lead classroom teacher and the number of suspensions and
expulsions of a child care program.

The statistical analysis used was a stepwise multiple regression to determine
which combination variables results in the strongest impact. The three IVs were loaded
into the SPSS program as well as DV1. Then the three IVs were loaded into the SPSS
program as well as DV2.
Threats to Validity
Given the nature of the research design, there are threats to validity to note. The
external validity can be threatened by the use of the tool. As the teachers of the
classroom were made aware of the use of the ECERS-R (Harms et al., 2014) and the wide
availability of the tool, there is a possibility they would have constructed their classroom
using the tool specifically for the day of the visit. The same could be said for adjusting
the schedule to give the appearance of more or less time spent in child-directed activity.
In order to determine if the classroom was constructed specifically for that day or if the
classroom set up is accurate, the score included not only the materials themselves but also
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evidence that the materials had been used in the past. For example, artwork displayed on
the wall that is open-ended. Open-ended artwork on display shows that the children have
spent time in the art center in a child-directed manner. This means they were able to
create what they wanted, rather than a close-ended project that would be considered
teacher-directed as it would conclude that teachers depicted what the children were to
create in the art center. Questions that are included in the tool were used for clarification.
The possible threat to internal validity was in the selection of participants.
Because the participants were selected based on their willingness to participate, there is
the possibility of specific criteria or external variables that make a program more likely to
participate. Given the time and travel constraints of collecting data in person, it was not
possible to do a random sample. However, during the initial meeting with the program
director, I spoke to the director about level of challenging behaviors perceived to ensure
there is a balance of half of programs with extreme challenging behaviors and half of
programs that do not experience many behaviors. If it had been found there was not a
balance, additional programs for participation would have been sought using the same
sampling procedure described above in a neighboring county.
A concern of teachers talking with one another and sharing details of the study
with one another was addressed by not disseminating the results of the study until after
all data has been collected. In addition to that, data were collected at each classroom in
one center on the same day, directly following each other. For this reason, teachers did
not have the opportunity to make changes to the classroom based on what one teacher
may tell another teacher from the clarification questions asked during the scoring session.
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Ethical Procedures
Program directors signed consent forms. For the directors, full disclosure will be
placed in the letter, with description of the data to be collected, how data will be kept
confidential, procedure for withdrawing from the research and potential risks (Appendix
A). Prior to any data collection, approval was obtained by the Institutional Review Board
(IRB) for Walden University. Due to the nature of the research, children were not being
observed, eliminating the ethical concern of working with this vulnerable population.
The teachers and program directors were not at risk, as the visits were only done by
walking around the classroom. Questions were posed on items that are not directly
observable in the manner directed in the ECERS-R (Harms et al., 2014) so as to obtain
answers without leading the questioning in any way or causing the teacher to feel
uncomfortable or pressured to answer a specific way. The classrooms were respected in
that nothing was touched or moved without permission by the teacher or director and
only if necessary to score something that cannot be scored any other way. Teachers had
opportunity to ask questions or share examples if they desired.
Upon arrival at the center, all documentation was coded with one code for each
program. The program was assigned a letter and each classroom a number to create a
unique identifier. The list of assigned letters and numbers are maintained in a file
password protected on my personal computer. All of the collected data will be kept in a
secure cabinet and file folder specific to the research, in my home office. File cabinet is
locked and access not granted to anyone in the home. At the conclusion of the research,
the collected data were secured and archived in my home and only the statistical data
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results are to be published and shared. Data will be destroyed by shredding seven years
after publication of final dissertation. Any programs directors or teachers who are not
willing to participate or withdraw from the study early were able to do so without
penalty. Those programs, in addition to those that do participate, will be kept
confidential.
Summary
The purpose of this quantitative study was to examine if the percentage of day
children spent in child-directed learning stations, quality of activities offered during
child-initiated activity time, and the education level of the lead teacher predicts classroom
suspensions or expulsions. Amount of time spent in child-directed activity was
determined as a percentage out of the full program day. The quality of those activities
was defined by an average from eight items of the ECERS-R (Harms et al., 2014). The
expulsion and suspension was the number of instances of each in the current academic
year, as reported by the program director. The data analysis was done through SPSS
(IBM, 2016) as a stepwise multiple regression. There were some threats to validity
considered and precautions taken to reduce the impact of those threats. Ethical
considerations were minimal given the nature of the study.
The quantitative design of this study involves collected data from child care
program classrooms to measure quality of child-directed learning opportunities. In
addition, during the visit, the daily schedule of the classroom was examined to determine
the percentage of the total day children spend in child-directed activity and the same for
teacher-directed activity. The program director self-reported the number of expulsions
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and suspensions for each classroom as well as the highest education level of each lead
teacher. The data were analyzed using a stepwise multiple regression to determine which
combination of variables had the greatest impact on the expulsion and suspension rate.
Once all of the data collection was complete and analysis was done, information was
disseminated to the programs.
After laying the groundwork for this research, the following chapter will give a
detailed description of all of the data collected and the analysis completed using the
format referenced above. The main objective of the research was to determine which
combination, if any, of the independent variables have a predictive impact on the
dependent variables. The following chapter will give the data for each of the classrooms
as well as the statistical data from SPSS (IBM, 2016). This will show which, if any, of
the null hypothesis can be rejected.
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Chapter 4: Results
Introduction
The purpose of this quantitative study was to examine whether the percentage of
the day that children spend in child-directed learning stations, the quality of activities
offered during child-initated time, and the education level of the lead teacher predict
classroom suspensions or expulsions.A stepwise regression was conducted to answer the
following research question: Is there a predictive relationship between the percentage of
the day that children spend in child-directed learning stations, the quality of activities
offered during child-initiated activity time, and the education level of the lead teacher and
the number of expulsions and suspensions in a child care program?
H0:

There is no significant predictive relationship between the percentage of
the day spent in child-directed learning centers and the number of
suspensions and expulsions of a child care program.

H1:

There is a statistically significant predictive relationship between the
percentage of the day spent in child-directed learning centers and the
number of suspensions and expulsions of a child care program.

H20:

There is no significant predictive relationship with the quality of the
activities offered during child-directed learning and the number of
suspensions and expulsions of a child care program.

H2:

There is a significant predictive relationship with the quality of the
activities offered during child-directed learning and the number of
suspensions and expulsions of a child care program.
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H30:

There is no significant predictive relationship between the education level
of the lead classroom teacher and the number of suspensions and
expulsions of a child care program.

H3:

There is a significant predictive relationship between the education level
of the lead classroom teacher and number of suspensions and expulsions
of a child care program.
Data Collection

A total of 33 child care programs totaling 110 classrooms were approached over
the course of 4 weeks. Staff from 14 programs with a total of 38 classrooms signed
participation agreements. Staff representing four programs specifically stated that they
were not interested in participating, without providing a reason. Staff from nine programs
stated that they would look into participating, would talk to other people in the program,
and would then get back to me, but they did not connect with me again. The remaining
six programs did not return messages that I left. I used the ECERS-R in all 38
classrooms, in addition to collecting data on lead teacher education level and numbers of
suspensions and expulsions in the current school year. In addition, I collected daily
schedules and the percentage of time spent in child-initiated play for each classroom.
Data were collected over the course of 4 weeks. Time spent in each classroom averaged
15-20 minutes, including ECERS-R scoring and time spent collecting the number of
suspensions and expulsions, lead teacher’s education level, and copies of daily schedules
for each classroom.
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The total population of 33 programs included programs in both rural and urban
locations. It encompassed smaller centers with only one to two preschool classrooms as
well as larger centers with six to seven preschool classrooms. Moreover, the total
population included programs that accepted child care subsidies for low-income families
as well as those that only accepted self-pay families. Likewise, the sample of 14
programs contained a mix of smaller and larger centers, centers from both rural and urban
locations, and centers that accepted subsidies as well as self-pay-only centers. Because
staff at each center that I contacted were able to decide whether to participate or not after
the research was explained, it is unclear whether the sample is representative of the
population in terms of the percentage of child-initiated play, ECERS-R score, teacher
education, and number of expulsion and suspensions. There is no way of knowing
whether the programs that did not respond or whose staff chose not to participate
experienced higher or lower numbers of expulsions or suspensions. Of the 14
participating programs, there were five whose staff reported expulsions, suspensions, or
both in the current academic year. Whereas previous data showed that 17.5% of
programs in the state had expelled students, suspended students, or both, the sample
showed that 35.7% of participating programs had expelled students, suspended students,
or both.
Results
The descriptive statistics for the variables are shown in Table 1. The mean
number of suspensions for the 38 programs was .58, and the mean number of expulsions
was .18. The teacher education variable was dummy coded so that 1 was high school
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education, 2 was Child Development Associate credential, 3 was associate’s degree, 4
was bachelor’s degree, 5 was master’s degree, and 6 was doctorate or higher. The mean
of 3.42 makes for an average of associate’s and bachelor’s degrees. The mean ECERS
score was 3.91, and the mean percentage of child-initiated play was 39% of the total
hours that the program was open.
Table 1
Mean and Standard Deviation for Variables
Mean (n = 38) Standard deviation
Suspensions
.58
1.57
Expulsions
.18
.51
Education
3.42
1.11
ECERS-R
3.91
1.11
Child-initiated
39.00
16.98
Correlation and multiple regression analyses were conducted to examine the
relationships between suspensions, expulsions, education level of the lead teacher,
ECERS-R score, and the total percentage of child-initiated play scheduled. Table 2
summarizes the correlations for all of the variables. The only correlation that shows
significance below .05 was that of suspensions and expulsions with a Pearson r of .569.
That simply means that those programs that suspended students during the academic year
were likely to have also expelled students. Given the way in which data were collected,
there was no way of knowing whether the same students had been suspended and then
expelled. Further research is necessary. Although none of the correlations for the
hypothesized combinations of variables were statistically significant, there was a notable
negative correlation of -.208 between the number of expulsions of the program and the
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percentage of child-initiated play with a significance of .089, only slightly above the .05
threshold. In addition, there was a notable negative correlation between the percentage of
child-initiated play and suspension, with a Pearson r of -.266 and a significance of .107.
While significance was not below .05, it was at the next closest level of significance.
Table 2
Correlations

SUSP EXP
SUSP
Pearson correlation
1
.569**
Sig. (2-tailed)
< .004
N
38
38
**
EXP
Pearson correlation .569
1
Sig. (2-tailed)
.000
N
38
38
ECERS
Pearson correlation -.280 -.006
Sig. (2-tailed)
.089
.970
N
38
38
CHILDPLAY Pearson correlation -.266 -.208
Sig. (2-tailed)
.107
.210
N
38
38
TEACHERED Pearson correlation -.206
.050
U
Sig. (2-tailed)
.214
.765
N
38
38
**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

ECERS
-.280
.089
38
-.006
.970
38
1
38
.173
.300
38
-.035
.835
38

CHILD
PLAY
-.266
.107
38
-.208
.210
38
.173
.300
38
1
38
.089
.594
38

TEACH
EDUC
-.206
.214
38
.050
.765
38
-.035
.835
38
.089
.594
38
1
38

Table 3 summarizes the stepwise regression for the dependent variable
expulsions. The stepwise regression was done manually, inserting independent variables
in the order of significance of Pearson correlations. The ECERS-R score was first, the
percentage of time spent in child-initiated play was second, and teacher qualification was
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third. The R2 shows how much of the variability in the outcome is accounted for by the
three independent variables. The value for the first model of only ECERS-R score
accounts for too little to register. The value for the second model, which adds the
percentage of time spent in child-initiated play, accounts for 4.4% of the variability, and
the third model adds teacher qualifications, and then the percentage increases slightly to
4.9%. These results are not based upon significant results. Additionally, the low adjusted
R2 values support the conclusion that there are no significant predictive values between
the IVs and the DV.
Table 3
Model Summary
Change statistics

Std. error
Model

a

R

Adjusted

of the

R square

Sig. F

R square

R square

estimate

change

F change

df1

df2

change

1

.006

a

.000

-.028

.519

.000

.001

1

36

.970

2

.210b

.044

-.010

.515

.044

1.620

1

35

.212

3

.222c

.049

-.035

.521

.005

.179

1

34

.675

Predictors: (Constant), IV2. bPredictors: (Constant), IV2, IV1. cPredictors: (Constant), IV2, IV1, IV3.

Table 4 summarizes the stepwise regression for the second dependent variable:
suspensions. The stepwise regression was done manually, with Model 1 containing the
percentage of time spent in child-initiated play, Model 2 adding teacher qualifications,
and Model 3 adding ECERS-R score. The R2 shows the first model accounting for 7.1%
of variability, the second model accounting for 10.4%, and the third model accounting for
16.5%. These results are not based upon significant results. Additionally, the low
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adjusted R2 values support the conclusion that there were not any significant predictive
values between the IVs and the DV.
Table 4
Model Summary
Change statistics

Std. error
Adjusted

of the

R square

Sig. F

Model

R

R square

R square

estimate

change

F change

df1

df2

change

1

.266a

.071

.045

1.535

.071

2.732

1

36

.107

2

.323b

.104

.053

1.528

.034

1.314

1

35

.259

3

.406c

.165

.092

1.497

.061

2.486

1

34

.124

a

Predictors: (Constant), IV1. bPredictors: (Constant), IV1, IV3. cPredictors: (Constant), IV1, IV3, IV2.

Summary
Judging solely by the statistical significance at the .05 level, the only reportable
statistically significant finding is that of the positive correlation between expulsion and
suspension, which was not the focus of one of the research subquestions. The research
question “Is there a predictive relationship between the percentage of the day spent in
child-initiated learning activities, the quality of the child-initiated activities offered, and
the teacher qualifications in a classroom and the number of expulsions and suspensions in
a child care program?” is most simply answered with “No, there is not.” With the
hypothesis presented, none of the null hypotheses are rejected. That being said, given the
small sample size, there is reason to still make mention of the outcomes, with the
expectation that a larger sample size would lead to statistically significant results.
When one looks at the descriptive data, it is evident that the suspensions and
expulsions for the sample were higher than what was found in previous research
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conducted by the Council on Children and Families (2016). The Council on Children and
Families found that 17.5% of programs expelled students, suspended students, or both.
The current sample showed that 35.7% of the programs sampled and 21% of the
classrooms had experienced suspensions, expulsions, or both. The ECERS-R (Harms et
al., 2014) has a scale of 1-7, with 7 indicating the highest quality. The average quality
score of the classrooms in the sample was less than 4. The stepwise regression shows
that the highest percentage of impact comes when all three independent variables are
entered into the model. The change is higher for suspensions than for expulsions.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Introduction
The purpose of this quantitative study was to examine whether the percentage of
the day that children spend in child-directed learning stations, the quality of activities
offered during child-initated time, and the education level of the lead teacher predict
classroom suspensions or expulsions.
As suspension and expulsion rates have increased over the previous years
(Council on Children and Families, 2016; Gilliam et al., 2016; Gilliam & Shahar, 2006),
cause for concern and the need for further research have become evident. Much research
has been done on expulsion and suspension and the consequences of such, but limited
research has been conducted on preventing the challenging behavior that leads to
exclusion of children from a program.
The nature of this study was quantitative. Data were collected, and a stepwise
multiple regression was run to determine the predictability of the independent variables
involved—the amount of time that children spend in child-directed activity, the quality of
the time spent in child-initiated activity, and lead classroom teacher education level, on
the dependent variables, number of suspensions and number of expulsions.
After contacting 33 child care centers that served preschool-aged children, I
established a sample of 14 programs with a total of 38 preschool classrooms. Suspension
and expulsion data were collected for each classroom, in addition to data on the
percentage of time spent in child-initiated activity and the lead teacher’s education level.
In addition, the activity subset of the ECERS-R (Harms et al., 2014) was conducted on
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each classroom. A stepwise multiple regression was conducted with the data to determine
which variables—suspension, expulsion, ECERS-R score, percentage of time spent in
child-initiated activity, and lead teacher education level—presented a statistically
significant relationship.
The only correlation found with a significance less than .05 was that of
suspension and expulsion. Programs that had suspended children had also expelled
children. There was a notable negative correlation of -.208 between the number of
expulsions of the program and the percentage of child-initiated play with a significance
of .089, only slightly above the .05 threshold. In addition, there was a notable negative
correlation between the percentage of child-initiated play and suspension, with a Pearson
r of -.266 and a significance of .107.
Interpretation of Results
Theoretical Foundation
Compared to the theories of Vygotsky (1978) and his ZPD as well as Piaget
(1929, 1973) on children’s construction of ideas, the descriptive statistics show that
programs in general, when the ECERS-R (Harms et al., 2014) was used as an indicator of
quality, fell around the middle, with the average score being below 4 (Table 1). Built
into the scale as indicators were things such as having varying levels of difficulty in items
such as puzzles and books. Having more variety places a program in a position of
meeting several children where they are developmentally, allowing them to experience
the scaffolding necessary to move to the next level in the ZPD (Vygotsky, 1978).
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Similarly, Piaget (1929, 1973) discussed the importance of allowing children
disequilibrium in their thoughts, along with opportunity to work through that
disequilibrium using materials available. The data show that, on average, 39% of
children’s day was spent in child-initiated activity, and the activities they had access to
during that time met about half of the requirements set by Harms et al. (2014). An
assumption was made that teachers spent the time available in child-initiated play
scaffolding children’s learning and assisting them in working through disequilibrium. In
the design of the study, interactions between teachers and children were not observed.
Suspension and Expulsion
Gilliam and Shahar (2006) researched preschool expulsion and suspension in
Massachusetts and found that preschoolers were suspended or expelled 13 times more
often than public school children were. The U.S. Department of Education (2014)
researched preschool programs run under its auspices and found that almost half a
percentage of all students were suspended at least once, with half of those students
suspended more than once. Specifically in New York, the Council on Children and
Families (2016) found that 17.5% of the child care programs studied had expelled
students, suspended students, or both. The current research revealed that 35.7% of those
studied had suspended or expelled students in the current academic year.
Amount of Time Spent in Child-Initiated Learning
Previous research has shown that the time that children spend with teachers has
positive effects in developing strong teacher–student relationships while reducing the
amount of challenging behavior that occurs with individual students and improving the
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overall atmosphere of the classroom (Buckrop et al., 2016; Williford et al., 2015). The
relationship between a child and a classroom teacher is developed through time spent
together, engaging in one-on-one interactions with things meaningful to the child
(Buckrop et al., 2016; Child Care Aware of America, 2016b; Pianta, 1992). The current
research showed that the average classroom in the sample was designed with 39% of the
day being spent in child-initiated learning. In relationship to suspension and expulsion,
there was a slight negative correlation for each, meaning that the higher the percentage of
time spent in child-initiated activity, the lower the number of suspensions and expulsions.
While the correlation was not significant at the .05 level, the finding does show there is a
relationship that is worth noting. With a larger sample size, there is a possibility that a
significant correlation could be found.
Quality of Child-Initiated Learning Activities
The amount of time spent in child-initiated activity is only part of the total
picture. The way that children spend that time is also important. In order for the time
spent in child-initiated learning to be beneficial for children, one element of importance is
how engaged the children are in the activities being offered. Engagement has been
shown to come when children are able to choose their own activities from a variety of
choices (Hur et al., 2015). When they are able to choose activities that interest them, that
are relevant to their personal lives, and that meet them where they are developmentally,
these choices reduce their need to act out (Bristol, 2015). In the current research, this
effect is evident in the small negative correlation of -.280 with significance of .089 (Table
2) for the ECERS-R (Harms et al., 2014) and the number of suspensions. While this
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finding is not statistically significant, it is notable in that the higher the ECERS-R score
as an indicator of quality, the lower the number of suspensions in the classroom.
Limitations of the Study
A major limitation to the study was that the ECERS-R (Harms et al., 2014) was
only conducted in part and not fully. The activity subsection was used so as to simplify
the study and avoid the need to obtain permissions from parents and children, as well as
to avoid disruptions to the classroom being created by having an unfamiliar person
present. Scoring the ECERS-R (Harms et al., 2014) when children were not present
made data collection quicker and less intrusive than if children had been present and
teachers had been working with students during that time. There is a possibility that
scoring the entire tool in all of the subsections would have offered a clearer indicator of
quality for the program, rather than focusing on just the activities available and making
the assumption that children and teachers were using the time efficiently. Given that a
large part of the research that I reviewed addressed relationships between teachers and
children, a tool that could be used to score actual interactions throughout the day would
have given a better indicator or shown a different correlation related to suspension and
expulsion.
Recommendations
The current study shows correlations; however, they are not statistically
significant. The sample size was small, so a larger sample size is recommended to
possibly show stronger correlations.. Using ECERS-R Activity subscale Items 19 (fine
motor), 20 (art), 21 (music/movement), 22 (blocks), 23 (sand/water), 24 (dramatic play),
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25 (nature/science), 26 (math/number), and 27 (use of TV, video, and/or computers;
Harms et al., 2014) did provide an indicator of the quality of the time that children spent
in child-initiated activity, which I was able to gather in an unobtrusive way without
disrupting interactions between the teacher and students. However, it did not allow for
direct observations of teachers with students within the context of that child-initiated
time. A different scoring tool is recommended that might allow for scoring the quality of
time; alternatively, researchers might conduct a qualitative study that would give a
broader picture of how children and teachers spend that 39% of their day in childinitiated activity. Recommendations are also made to look at the variables of percentage
of time spent in child-initiated play, lead teacher education level, and quality of care
individually. For example, researchers might look at programs with a low percentage of
time spent in child-initiated play and then increase that amount of time, noting changes in
the children and/or teachers following that increase.
It might also be beneficial to conduct a qualitative study to collect information on
specific child/teacher interactions directly. Such an approach could allow researchers to
note detailed interactions and more specific information on how child-initiated time is
spent. It is also recommended that future researchers conducting qualitative research
explore the perceptions of teachers, administrators, and other stakeholders concerning
programs’ reasons for expulsions and suspensions.
Implications
The results do indicate that there is a relationship between the amount of time
spent in child-initiated play and expulsions and suspensions. There is also a slight
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correlation between the ECERS-R score that indicates the quality of the activities
available to children during child-initiated play time and the number of suspensions.
Although the correlations are not statistically significant, they do show the possibility of a
relationship, meaning that even slight changes have the possibility of making a difference
in the life of a child with extreme challenging behavior. As numbers of expulsions and
suspensions are increasing (Council on Children and Families, 2016; Gilliam et al., 2016;
Gilliam & Shahar, 2006), it is notable that any change that teachers can make in regard to
the amount of time that children spend in child-initiated play and the quality of the
activities available during that time would help the situation. At this time, focus has been
placed on eliminating suspension and expulsion as a response to extremely challenging
behavior (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2013; Bitner, 2015). Simply eliminating the
consequence does not prevent the behavior from occurring, nor does it solve the
consequences of the disruption within the classroom.
Aiming to increase the amount of time that children spend in child-initiated play
beyond the current average of 39% and taking steps to improve the level of quality as
measured by the ECERS-R (Harms et al., 2014) or another indicator of quality would
represent a move in the right direction until further research can be done. The current
research gives some direction for teachers and programs struggling with high expulsion
and suspension rates and an indication as to how to prevent challenging behaviors
through offering child-initiated activity times throughout the day, examining the way that
time is spent and what types of activities and toys children have access to. For families
with children who have been suspended or expelled from programs, the current research
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may provide some guidance to assist them in searching for more suitable care. Families
can use the information to ask potential programs about their policies on time spent in
child-initiated play. Although the results are not significant and correlation does not
determine causation, the results do show there is something more to examine, making
additional research necessary.
Conclusion
Suspension and expulsion rates in preschools represent a complex challenge.
Suspension and expulsion impact teachers and children in the classroom, programs as a
whole, families of those suspended or expelled, and, most of all, the children affected,
placing them on a path that may not lead to becoming contributing members of society
(Skiba, 2013). By focusing not on the consequences used to sanction challenging
behavior but at ways to prevent that behavior, it is possible to make changes to programs
to not only engage students who may be at risk for suspension or expulsion, but also
increase the quality of experiences for children who are not at risk. Changes in things
such as the percentage of time spent in child-initiated play and the quality of that time not
only have been shown to have a slight relationship with lower expulsion and suspension
rates, but also are in line with research indicating that how children spend their time
relates to how they acquire information that is meaningful. Some change is better than no
change. There is a need for further research in this complicated area of expulsion and
suspension that involves a larger sample size, a different scoring tool, or a different
nature of study.
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Appendix A: Sample Preschool Classroom Schedule
With Child-Initiated Activity Highlighted
7:00 AM – 8:00 AM Arrival, Table Activities
8:00 AM – 8:15 AM Morning Meeting
8:15 AM – 8:45 AM Breakfast
8:45 AM – 9:15 AM Whole Group Activity
9:15 AM – 10:15 AM Learning Stations
10:15 AM – 11:00 AM Outdoor Activities
11:00 AM – 11:30 AM Whole Group Book Reading
11:30 AM – 12:00 PM Lunch
12:00 PM – 2:30 PM Nap/Rest
2:30 PM – 3:00 PM Snack
3:00 PM – 3:15 PM Afternoon Meeting
3:15 PM – 4:00 PM Outdoor Activities
4:00 PM – 5:00 PM Departure, Table Activities

Total Day – 10 Hours
Child-Initiated Time – 2.5 Hours
Percentage of Day in Child-Initiated – 2.5/10 x 100 = 25%
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Appendix B: Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale Activity Indicator
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Appendix C: Permission for Use of Measurement Instrument

